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This study looks at the figure of the child in the novels of Thomas Hardy.  It argues that Hardy, in his various presentations of the child, draws on mythologies generated by the figure of the child in the nineteenth century.  The introduction describes the existence and proliferation of these mythologies during the time in which Hardy was writing.  It summarizes representations of the child in history, science and literature, and reviews existing critical literature on the topic.

The study comprises six chapters.  The first looks at babies and young children, the second at Jude the Obscure, the third at Tess of the D’Urbervilles, the fourth at pregnant women and the fifth at the child within the family unit.  The final chapter uses close reading to provide a re-evaluation of two of Hardy’s ‘minor’ novels.

Each chapter draws on specific historical contexts to reveal different aspects of the child myth.  The study as a whole looks at the different ways in which Hardy uses the myth.  At times he participates in it, or appears to, while at others he exposes it, or employs it to expose class and gender divisions in nineteenth century society.
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In this thesis I explore Hardy’s representation of the child in his novels.  Hardy uses the figure of the child in a number of ways.  He exploits and engages with the child’s multiple symbolic significances.  At times, however, he challenges this exploitation and the corresponding disappearance of the child as an autonomous individual.  In this introductory section I discuss Hardy’s own relationship with children.  I trace the history of the appearance of childhood as a time discrete from adulthood.  I look at the figure of the child in nineteenth-century literature and science.  By the nineteenth century the child had become a powerful cultural symbol.  An awareness of the cultural significance of the child is necessary to an understanding of the ways in which Hardy engages with this figure.  In this introduction I offer an overview of the contexts from which Hardy drew when writing about the child.  At times a thorough exploration of various contexts enriches an understanding of Hardy’s depiction of the child.  Where necessary these contexts are examined in more detail in the appropriate chapters.  

This study explores the many significances of the figure of the child in Hardy’s novels.  Although children frequently feature in his short stories, and appear in his poetry from time to time, I have chosen to focus on the novels.  It is in these texts that Hardy most fully involves himself with the idea of the child.  In order to understand the ways in which he does this, however, it is necessary to understand the context of Hardy’s writings about the child.  

By the mid-nineteenth century the child was receiving an unprecedented level of attention.  Philanthropists, legislators, artists, philosophers, authors of popular literature and religious and social tracts were interesting themselves in the child.  The child as individual, symbol, social problem and the answer to a social problem are all topics for discussion and analysis.  





The myths generated by the figure of the child have developed into two coexisting but conflicting strands.  One face of childhood is the threatening unknown that needs to be controlled and contained.  This child is born under the curse of an original sin, without moral sense or social awareness.  It is a response to the increased visibility of the working-class child, seen in factories, on the streets and in the workhouses: a reminder to the prosperous middle classes that all was not well with the lower classes. This child was part of an unruly, uncontrollable mob that needed to be disciplined, categorised, managed and made manageable.  Such a view of these children draws on the work of Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) in the late eighteenth century,​[1]​ whose ideas regained popularity in the mid-nineteenth century.  The Malthusian principle of population, or what Malthus identified as “the natural tendency of the labouring classes of society to increase beyond the demand for their labour, or the means of their adequate support”,​[2]​ enjoyed a revival as a result of very real concerns about the massive population increase that occurred throughout the century.

At the time of the first census in 1801 there were approximately 10,943,000 people living in Britain.  By 1831 the returns had increased almost six million to 16,539,000.  This staggering growth in population continued throughout the century: by 1880 the population was an estimated 32.7 million and still rising.​[3]​  

Children represented a large section of the populace, and they were in many ways the most difficult to control.  The threat they were seen to represent was brutally dealt with by the legal system.  In 1814 a child of eight was hanged for stealing a pair of shoes, and in 1834 Matilda Seymour, aged ten, was transported for seven years.  Her crime was the theft of one shawl and one petticoat.​[4]​  These children appear not as individuals, but as photographs, newspaper stories, or giving evidence at one of the three great parliamentary enquiries into child labour held in 1842, 1862 and 1867.  Pat Jalland argues that to ‘see’ the children of the poor in the nineteenth century, we have only to look at the children living in poverty in the third world today.​[5]​  What such children signify or represent is uppermost, their individuality is submerged or lost.  Carolyn Steedman identifies this as “a process of symbolising”.​[6]​  

Middle and upper class children are equally subject to this process.  Steedman adopts Viviana Zelizer’s term, ‘sacrilisation’, and her argument that “‘a profound transformation in the economic and sentimental value of children’ took place between 1870 and 1930”.​[7]​  In her theory, children who had little economic worth – not being members of the labouring class – become emotionally priceless.  The second strand of the child myth is this emotionally priceless child.  

The development of the child as a unique and identifiable being in sociological terms was both a response to and a reflection of an increasing interest in the child in literature.​[8]​  In the Middle Ages artists had depicted children with the same physical dimensions as adults, their smaller relative stature the only indication of their youth.  Gradually, children were depicted more realistically, with chubby limbs accurately rendered in childish proportions.  This new ‘realism’, however, was to some extent a fallacy.  Children in art became docile, rosy-cheeked, cherubic little beings, reflecting an idealised child that was in many ways as far from the true individual as the stiff foreshortened adults it replaced.  As in art, so in literature.  Children began to appear in greater numbers and as a more central focus of the literature of the eighteenth century, but they were almost exclusively the literary embodiments of the angelic figures in the paintings.  

The idea of the Romantic child is rooted in the literature of the eighteenth century.  Wordsworth’s poetry describes and reveres a child who is at one with nature.  John T. Hiers sees in the poet’s writings “the child’s transcendental mind – his innate powers to unify the world of natural mutability and to envision the eternal beauty of all life”.​[9]​  Anne Higonnet identifies the Romantic child as at one “with nature, hence with an innocent purity of vision and creativity”.​[10]​  The period of childhood is not given a voice of its own, but imagined by adults.  The potentially threatening unknown space of childhood is enshrined as a golden period untouchable by adults.  By its very nature, this golden period must pass.  As Hiers remarks, “attitudes of childhood become more precious because they are ephemeral”.​[11]​  Furthermore, if one ascribes to the Wordworthian vision of the child, childhood is a phase of understanding which, though precious, is imperfect. 
		
Though nothing can bring back
	The hour
	Of splendour in the grass, of glory
	In the flower;
	We will grieve not, rather find
	Strength in what remains behind;
	In the primal sympathy
	Which having been must ever be,​[12]​       

The best of childhood is carried into adulthood, where it is balanced by the more acceptable quality of reason.  The image of the Romantic child counters the spectre of a threatening unknown.  The child is reintegrated into the adult world in a way that both removes any sense of threat and ensures that the best of the child remains in the adult.  The child may possess qualities that the adult does not, but these qualities, while they enrich the childish experience, are revealed as unfit for the adult world.  The child does not, therefore, possess anything that makes it ‘better’ than the adult.  

This is reflected by Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience: Shewing the Two Contrary States of the Human Soul (1794), a collection of poems often cited as a classic envisioning of the Romantic child. While the “Experience” poems are often flavoured by bitterness and disillusion, they offer a rational and realistic point of view.  The “Innocence” poems, by contrast, reveal a naivety that appears as a lack of understanding.  The innocence of the child is beautiful but necessarily transitory.

The History of Childhood

The concept of the child has always been a contentious one.  While the attributes and limitations of childhood are today enshrined in the legal system and popular culture, what constitutes a child and what marks out childhood are still topics for debate.  Children’s fashions, children’s literature and film and especially children’s sexuality are all regularly discussed in the media. High-profile cases of child murder, abduction or abuse reveal multiple ideologies regarding childhood innocence, the role of the parent, the responsibility of society for the vulnerable individual, the existence and eradication of the abuser and the role of the media.  Society’s approach to children, even eighty years after Hardy’s death, remains uncertain, contradictory and deeply problematic.  

Formulating a history of childhood has proved extremely difficult.  This is a result of the scarcity of primary sources, as well as the impossibility of understanding the affect of any one writer, law or event on society as a whole.  The influence of Rousseau’s ideas is much debated, for example.  It is impossible to determine how much affect his ideas had on the individual family, and how much of a change they inspired within society as a whole.  Various historians draw on art, literature, legislation, statistics, church guidelines and changes in doctrine and most often on anecdotal evidence, but none of these, even when taken together, offer a comprehensive understanding.  Each piece of evidence is subject to criticism and to any number of interpretations.

The concept of the child itself has never been concrete.  The history of childhood as a field of study has itself been marked by disagreement, rebuttals, and sharp debate.  Two key texts have informed current theories on the topic.  Philippe Ariès’s Centuries of Childhood, written in French, was published in English in 1962.  It was followed in 1974 by The History of Childhood, a collection of essays edited by Lloyd de Mause, which includes a lengthy introduction outlining de Mause’s approach to and conclusions about the history of childhood.  The two authors take very different approaches: de Mause explicitly locates himself in opposition to Ariès.  

Ariès’s sources include European art from the early Middle Ages onwards, incorporating images of the family and the child, religious iconography and images on tombs and in churches of noble families.  He draws heavily on the diary of Heroard, who was doctor to Louis XIII from the royal child’s birth.  The diary consists of an almost daily record of the Dauphin’s treatment and behaviour, as well as his role in the royal household.  Ariès also looks at anecdotal evidence from other letters and diaries, principally those of the French middle and upper classes.  In general terms, he concludes that up until the sixteenth century there seems to be no real evidence of a concept of childhood.  He argues that children were treated as pets and Heroard’s evidence especially seems to point to young children being treated with a sexual openness that included touching the child’s genitals and freely exposing him to sexually explicit conversations and occasionally sexual acts between his parents.​[13]​  He traces the development of the concept of the child through the seventeenth century as being marked by an increased need to contain, train and discipline young children, using systematic violence and institutionalisation.  He sees the eighteenth century as a period of increased enlightenment in the treatment of children, with a reduction in violence towards them and an increased willingness to view them as individuals.  During the nineteenth century, however, society’s approach appears to regress, before the change of approach that characterises the twentieth-century attitude to the child.​[14]​

De Mause employs many of the same sources, but uses a much wider variety of anecdotal evidence and a collection of statistics are employed to support various arguments. De Mause takes a psychoanalytical approach.  His conclusions are therefore heavily interpretative.  He posits a “psychogenic theory of history”,​[15]​ and suggests that all progress in parent-child relationships is connected to the changes effected by relationships between successive generations of parents and children.  He begins his study earlier than Ariès and looks at Greek and Roman societies as well as early European and American ones.  His research suggests that what we would today consider to be child abuse was endemic in earlier societies, and explores these various abuses in depth.  He argues that the relationship between the parent and the child has been either one of projection (of parental feelings onto the child) or reversal (in which the child is cast in the role of parent).​[16]​  Subsequent studies seem to locate themselves in relation to these seminal texts, and are often contradictory.​[17]​

Each writer takes issue to some extent with those who have gone before him or her.  Stone refuses to accept a linear progression in his time period, rather he sees only fluctuations in attitudes to the child.​[18]​  Linda Pollock challenges both Ariès and de Mause.  Looking at a vast number of diaries and autobiographies, she argues that both historians ignore a wealth of evidence that parents loved and cherished their children, seeing them as different from adults and grieving for them if they died.​[19]​  Her study begins in 1500, dating the idea of the child as coming into existence much earlier than some other historians.  Carolyn Steedman has both revitalised and problematised attempts to construct a history of childhood by arguing that the teleological approach towards history is mirrored in the idea of childhood.  She references Rousseau, who likened the child to the ‘noble savage’, and argues that Darwin and other social anthropologists of the nineteenth century combined to offer a theory of development in which childhood becomes analogous to racial development.  Other races were looked upon as being in the childhood of their development, while the Western white man had reached ‘adulthood’.  Thus the idea of history and progress becomes tied up with the idea of childhood and development, the one reinforcing the other.​[20]​  The field is clearly a complex one, but it is possible to draw some very basic and general conclusions. 

Children were historically considered to be at the very bottom of the social scale, but are now in many ways at the centre of Western culture.​[21]​  How and when this change is effected is very much open to debate.  Most writers predictably situate it towards the end of their period of study.  There seems a general consensus, however, that in the eighteenth century the Romantic idea of the child took hold to some degree, either reflecting or generating a wider interest in the figure of the child as embodying qualities separate to and lost by the adult.

When infant mortality was very high, as it was until the mid-nineteenth century, parents were less attached to their children, especially when the children were very young. ​[22]​  They accepted child deaths with what would now be considered callousness.   New children were frequently given the same names as those who had died before their birth.  Opinions on whether the decrease in child mortality corresponded with an increase in affection for or adequate care of young children, however, is so divided that it is impossible to draw any conclusions on this topic.

A decrease in child mortality, the rise in depictions of children in art, the increasing interest in children and a desire to educate them mark the seventeenth century as a time when children were arguably becoming more recognised as a group worthy of some attention.  By the late eighteenth century children were increasingly an object of attention, but this attention is often coupled with a belief that children are innately sinful, and raising them must necessarily involve breaking their will.  Although the concept of original sin is not a new one, and disciplining children has long been cruelly, often abusively, strict, the belief that children are to be ‘broken’ gains widespread acceptance from this time.  The rise of the school, asylum, poor house and prison in the nineteenth century led to many children being institutionalised in some form or another in addition to the strict discipline that they endured in the home.  It seems generally agreed that children are uniquely controlled and ‘unfree’ by the mid-nineteenth century.  The idea of childhood innocence is a debated concept, and it seems safest to assert that ‘innocence’ in relation to childhood, at least until the end of the nineteenth century, meant little more than a lack of knowledge and experience.​[23]​      

Science and the Figure of the Child

By the mid-nineteenth century William Whewell was describing “the infancy of nations, their youth, their middle age, and their maturity” as present in the exhibits of the Great Exhibition.​[24]​  Discourses such as evolution and anthropology should reveal the centrality of the child to nineteenth-century society.  Instead, these and other discourses such as psychology and medicine become ways of transforming the real individual into an abstract concept to be studied and catalogued.  Rather than a thinking, feeling person, the child becomes a phenomenon: a unit of biological and social reproduction who generates anxiety until assimilated into and explained by scientific discourses.  The relevance of the child as a unit of biological reproduction to evolutionary theory is immediately apparent, yet the child as child is actually elided as far as possible.  It is the functioning, healthy adult who becomes the essential focus of evolutionary theory.  Until the child is old enough to reproduce it is vital in the fact of its existence, yet functionless in the greater scheme of evolution.  Childhood becomes merely an extension of the gestation period.  The child requires care and protection until it is old enough to take a useful place in the evolutionary scale.  The unique attributes and desires attendant on childhood are irrelevant to evolutionary theory.  
Anthropology, another developing science, performed a similar function in relation to the child.  The Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations highlights the role of the study of anthropology in nineteenth-century society.  The Great Exhibition offered society as a whole an unprecedented opportunity to comprehend the huge variety of cultures that existed in the nineteenth-century world.  An increased awareness of cultural diversity was inescapable.  After the Exhibition, mementoes included a poster bearing the phrase “God hath made of one blood all nations of men” in over one hundred different languages.  The British people were more aware of racial and cultural diversity than ever before.  
The Great Exhibition both reflected and enhanced a wide interest in the growing science of anthropology, and George W. Stocking sees much of the immediate post-Exhibition anthropological work as a direct response to this increased exposure to the existence of other cultures.  Just as many pre-Darwinian evolutionary theorists saw humanity as at the top of a chain of being, so anthropologists posited a linear progression in the development of races from barbarism or savagery to civilisation.  Western culture was at the forefront of civilisation, while the Exhibition apparently highlighted the many cultures still in a comparatively uncivilised state.  Much anthropological study was given over to the cataloguing and categorising of these cultures.  Anthropologists would plot these cultures on a progressive scale of development or degeneration.  Earlier anthropologists saw a cyclical element to the growth of cultures, but as the science grew, newer theorists – especially into the nineteenth century – became more straightforwardly progressivist.  
The relationship between anthropology and the figure of the child is twofold.  The language that Whewall used to describe the development of nations is borrowed directly from the language used to describe the developing child.  Such language reinforces the progressivist nature of developing culture, and simultaneously assumes the progressivist nature of child development.  The mythology of childhood is reflected in this discourse.  Childhood is an unruly natural state that has elements of interest but must be schooled into rational civilisation.  Adulthood is the right and proper eventual state of the child.  For other nations, therefore, cultural development leads inevitably to achieving the ‘civilisation’ of Victorian Britain, a state to which other nations must – by this rubric – aspire.  The paternalistic element of this outlook allows a limited admiration of the other nations (or the child) in their current state, but only under the clear assumption that these other cultures are ‘undeveloped’.  

Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’ is a key figure in anthropological discourses.  This figure embodies the two strands of the child myth: the Romantic connection with nature and innocence and the unruly unknown.  George W. Stocking describes contemporary ideological discourses as “ideas about non-European ‘savages’ who defined ‘civilization’ by contrast”.​[25]​  Like the child, the ‘savages’ are cast as unruly, unknown Others, to be controlled, categorised and studied.​[26]​  Correlating the child and the savage reveals an attitude of paternalism coloured by fear and an awareness of both as something to be contained or controlled.

Hardy himself was interested in anthropology and enjoyed a correspondence and a friendship with Edward Clodd (1840-1930), an anthropologist whose works included The Childhood of the World: a Simple Account of Man’s Origins and Early History (1873) and The Childhood of Religions (1875). He was president of the folklore society in 1895 and 1896.  Hardy’s approach to anthropology is revealed in a wry comment in The Life:

Dec 18.  Mr E. Clodd this morning gives an excellently neat answer to my question why the superstitions of a remote Asiatic and a Dorset labourer are the same;-‘The attitude of man’, he says, ‘at corresponding levels of culture, before like phenomena, is pretty much the same, your Dorset peasants representing the persistence of the barbaric idea which confuses persons and things, and founds wide generalisations on the slenderest of analogies.’  (This ‘barbaric idea which confuses persons and things’ is, by the way, also common to the highest imaginative genius – that of the poet.)​[27]​   

For Clodd, the confusion of persons and things is the result of an imperfect understanding.  For Hardy, it is one of the ways towards a more perfect understanding of the topic he is treating.  Hardy’s approach as a writer makes him look beyond the linear progression of Clodd’s anthropology and offers him a range of perspectives.  

In the latter part of the century the increasing interest in the child as a thinking individual was reflected in the rise of child psychology as a discipline.​[28]​  The theories of James Sully (1842-1923) shaped the field in Britain, but his work was paralleled by that of William Preyer (1841-1897) in Germany, and G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924) in the United States.  Sully and Preyer drew their conclusions about child development at least in part from detailed observation of their own children.  Hall, who admitted to a romantic fascination with the child, wrote that “they are abandoned to joy, grief, passion, fear, and rage.  They are bashful, show off, weep, laugh, desire…  Their hearts are yet young, fresh, and in the golden age”.​[29]​  These studies have remained influential ones.  Sully is still considered an important figure in the field of child development and education.  

Following the work of Rousseau a century earlier, Sully studied his own children and the anecdotal evidence of other fathers in order to chart the mental development of the child.  His seminal work, the 1895 Studies of Childhood, includes chapters entitled “Age of Imagination” and “Dawn of Reason”.​[30]​  In the chapter on the “Raw Material of Morality” Sully considers the question of innate morality in the young child.  He concludes that the child is neither moral nor immoral, but rather in a primitive state governed by the conflicting influences of its selfish primitive desires and the impulse to imitate the behaviour of those they observe.  Other child psychologists drew more negative conclusions about the mind of the child.  George H. Savage (1842-1921), writing in 1881, claimed to have seen signs of insanity or “moral perversion”​[31]​ in children as young as five. ​[32]​  Such an approach both reinforces the myth of the child as threatening and unruly, and emphasises the desire to control this child by ‘explaining’ it.  

The Child in Literature

The two faces of the literary child – innocence and a threatening unknown – show themselves regularly throughout the nineteenth century, sometimes in the figure of the same child.  Writers had realised that the child, unable to speak for itself, represented an excellent blank space on which to map their own wants, needs and agendas.  A number of authors actively participated in the mythologisation of the child.  The Romantic child became a hugely popular figure in the first half of the nineteenth century, and several writers employed it to great effect.  

Dickens, in novels such as Oliver Twist (1837-9), The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1) and Dombey and Son (1846-8), dwells with morbid appreciation on the figures of Oliver, Little Nell and Paul Dombey.  Oliver is the only one to survive this scrutiny, and each frail figure bears a huge symbolic weight.  In these – and all Dickens’s novels – childhood is ascribed with certain mythic properties.  Placing the child at the centre of the text allows Dickens to give a child’s eye view of events, or rather Dickens’s idea of a child’s perspective.  Peter Coveney makes much of the effect of Dickens’s own traumatic experiences during his childhood as motivation for his fictional children,​[33]​ seeing their characterisation as both a passionate cry against the injustice he suffered, and a cathartic reimagining of it.  What Dickens does, however, is map a politics of childhood onto his fictional characters, drawing on his own experiences to re-establish the child as a central rather than a marginal figure, imbuing each with a certain level of individuality and, furthermore, situating it in a universe that ultimately, if at times cruel, makes sense.  The children in Dickens’s novels function on two levels: as an emotional stick with which to beat others within the novel, and a dramatic re-presentation of society to those reading it.  

Paul and Little Nell both die before the ends of their respective texts.  Paul’s story is a Bildungsroman gone horribly wrong, while Nell seems to have wandered out of a Grimm’s fairytale, trailing elements of it with her into the text she arrives in.  Their short existences, burdened with symbolic acts and carefully provocative questions aimed at the adults who are the unwitting agents of their destruction, impact solidly through the texts as a whole.  Paul’s discussion with his father on the topic of money​[34]​ is crude and mawkish but highly effective.  The seeds are sown, and Paul’s question echoes posthumously through the text, having a fine and salutary effect on all those characters that merit even a partial redemption.  Paul’s death is absolutely necessary to the redemption of the other characters, principally his father.  The child’s idiosyncrasies, apparently evidence of individuality, are eventually revealed as traits included solely so that Paul may perform his symbolic function.  By the close of the text balance has been achieved in the Dombey universe.  Dombey and daughter are united and Paul has been remade in his own image: Florence’s son Paul. The younger Paul becomes a physical reminder of the emotional health of the family, just as his uncle was the physical embodiment of its emotional sickness.  Dombey is both saddened and comforted by the sight of his grandson, who represents both the awareness of a past mistake, and relief that the mistake has been remedied.  Dombey’s comment to his grandson, “but he was weak, and you are very strong”,​[35]​ even seems to shift some of the blame onto the dead and uncomplaining child.  Paul Dombey is a receptacle for hopes and fears, and the embodiment of the moral tale told by the novel.  He becomes an intensification of the Romantic child in mental terms – innocent, trusting, naïve and otherworldly – but this very intensification renders him unfit to live.  He is so laden with symbolism that he – like Nell – could not continue to exist as a character without marring the perfection of his symbolic function.  As an adult Paul would lose all the power embodied in that pathetic doomed child.  Nell married or piously unwed could not remain the focus of such intense and unadulterated emotion.  These children cannot grow up.  

Nell, like Paul, is the moral locus of a moral tale.  The well-intentioned bumbling old (and young) men lack the virility or dynamism to save her, but rather live more intensely through her. The demonic misshapen Quilp is her foil, and tragically draws the tale away from social commentary and into macabre fantasy. Both need Nell.  Or rather they need the Nell-figure who is the centre of their world, keeping them spinning in their allotted orbits around her until her death frees them all to follow their chosen paths.  Nell’s death sets each character on an unavoidable path to the destiny he or she merits according to the moral compass of the tale.  But Nell, in authorial intention if not always in fact, becomes the vehicle of a powerful social commentary aimed at the readers.  Like Paul, Nell’s central role in the narrative allows events to be seen through her eyes.  The innocence of her gaze puts the corruption endemic in the society in which she moves into clearer perspective.  Even her good-natured Grandfather is – to her – a ‘victim’ of his passion for gambling.  Her child’s acceptance of all that she endures is Dickens’s most powerful method of presenting the profound unacceptability of the conditions of her existence.  The flaw in this depiction, however, moved it for many readers from accurate social commentary to a fiction with elements of the fairytale.  Nell is wholly the angelic Romantic child.  There is no unsettling hint of the unknown in her depiction, she is transparent goodness personified.  Quilp, her opposite, is a creature of nightmare, with no redeeming qualities and a hypnotic power over the other characters and the text itself.  Although his eventual downfall is inevitable, the repeated escapes from doom make him the villain of an entirely different type of story.  Social commentary slides into gothic romance.

Astonishingly, the boy protagonist of Oliver Twist (1837-9) survives the ordeal of his early life and the burden of symbolism.  He is presented against backdrops of degradation and depravity.  The adults around him abuse and exploit him, but his innate innocence and goodness never falter.  Dickens’s impassioned polemic vigorously paints scenes of cruelty and exploitation, but places the blame firmly with the corruption of the individual as opposed to the failings of the system.  Fagin and Bill Sykes are so depraved and immoral that a reader can imagine them to be no more than caricatures.  Oliver himself remains a paragon of virtue, an innocent pawn of those who would seek to corrupt him.  Although his paternity is initially shrouded in mystery, readers of sensation novels would have no trouble in recognising Oliver – with his physical beauty and moral perfection – as the child of an upper-class woman.  The child is a rock, immovable and immutable as the plot swirls and eddies around him.  His presence causes the other characters to change their direction, but he remains static, never shifting from his position of innocence and virtue.  

The close of the novel reflects the view that each character will, sooner or later, be either elevated or reduced to their rightful status, in keeping with their class and moral character.  Thus the ‘good’ characters are rewarded (by the close of the novel their “condition approached as nearly to one of perfect happiness as can ever be known in this changing world”)​[36]​ while the ‘bad’ characters are either punished by an ignominious death, or, in the case of Mr and Mrs Bumble, “were gradually reduced to great indigence and misery, and finally became paupers in that very same workhouse in which they had once lorded it over others”.​[37]​  Through all this Oliver the child remains a representation of a set of virtues and ideas.  He is not an individual, he is the quintessential child-ideal reflecting a set of social conventions that were deeply entrenched in nineteenth-century society and through which the child as individual could not penetrate.  

George Eliot does not permit children the same centrality in her novels that Dickens gives them in his.  Those children who do appear conform dutifully to the sentimental ideal that Dickens made such a significant contribution to.  Eliot’s children are cherubic babes remarkable for their similarity both to one another and to the Romantic child figure.  They are also notable for their terrifyingly twee baby talk, which Eliot used to provoke an indulgent sympathy from her readers.  Especially in her earlier novels, children appear in bathetic little groupings, at play or sleeping.  These activities, designed to enhance their obvious innocence, also rob them of any individuality of character.  Children in Eliot’s novels function on a relatively basic level, in stark contrast with the intensely rich mental and emotional life of her adult characters.  Their influence in the text is dependent solely on the fact of their existence.  

Eliot recognises the power of the child myth.  In The Mill on the Floss (1860) she uses Tom and Maggie’s mythologisation of their own childhoods to generate the tensions that drive the novel.  The unreality of that time provides a necessary contrast with the gradual slide into realism and disillusionment that culminates in the ultimate rejection of the adult world, their drowning.  For Maggie and Tom their childhood remains a golden time that cannot be regained when they reach maturity.  In this novel Eliot powerfully employs the myth of the Romantic child.  In other works, however, she is a willing victim of her own sentimental attitude to the child.  

The finest example of this is the child Eppie in Silas Marner: The Weaver of Raveloe (1861).  Although she is the illegitimate child of a mother addicted to laudanum, Eppie’s innocence is untouched by these potentially besmirching beginnings, and her innate innocence is translated into an explicit redemptive power over the friendless miser, Silas Marner.  The child embodies the Romantic ideal completely.  Eliot even prefaced the text with a quotation from Wordsworth:

	A child, more than all other gifts
	That earth can offer to declining man,
	Brings hope with it, and forward-looking thoughts.​[38]​

The weight of symbolism borne by Eppie’s predictably rosy-cheeked and golden-haired figure is huge and, unsurprisingly, any hint of individuality vanishes beneath it.  As Peter Coveney notes, “In idea, the romantic meaning of childhood is well enough conveyed … But as a character in a novel … one has an immediate sense of the ludicrous”.​[39]​  Eppie’s angelic depiction (at first sight Marner believes her to be his dead sister) is, while ludicrous, essential to the text.  The sentimental ur-child must remain thus to be an effective spur both to Marner and her father.  It is Eppie’s all too apparent innocence that drives Marner to reconsider his values so radically.  An ordinary individual – even an ordinary child, as shown by his encounter with Aaron Winthrop – could not perform such a function.

For both Dickens and Eliot the redemptive power of the Romantic child formed an essential part of their moral universe.  The innocence of the child itself and the beneficial effect of that innocence on those around it make sense of a world that both authors were clearly anxious about.  For Dickens the child can save us from the corrupt and corrupting city, while for Eliot the child is a permanent reminder and the last bastion of a rapidly vanishing pastoral idyll.  Both worlds depend on the absolute and redeeming innocence of the child, and its other face – the threatening unknown – is of necessity completely absent.

Other authors of the time, however, keenly engaged with both faces of the child in their writing, exploring in detail the threatening and unruly nature of children who become protagonists in their respective texts.  In Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) Heathcliff, the foundling child brought home to Wuthering Heights by Mr Earnshaw, is the embodiment of the threatening unknown.  He has no family history or background so is completely dislocated from society.  Even a child from the workhouse would have been integrated into the social strata, but no clue to Heathcliff’s origins is ever provided.  He appears, fully formed and in every way an outsider.  The children in the works of Eliot and Dickens have a stabilising, redemptive effect on those they encounter but Heathcliff has a correspondingly destabilising effect on the family that he is adopted by.  Other children react strongly to Heathcliff.  This reaction is generated not by Heathcliff as an individual but by what he represents.  In the male children he provokes the symptoms of a jealousy that indicates a latent weakness in their own characters.  Isabella romantically and fatally reimagines him as a Byronic hero and Catherine Earnshaw sees him as the means to satisfy her unfocused yearning for freedom.  While the reader reads Heathcliff, all the other characters also read him.  Even old Earnshaw, who brings him home, has designs on the child’s identity.  Each character reads in Heathcliff what they either desire or fear to see.  

Brontë exploits the reader’s fear of the unknown and anxiety about origins that was such a feature of the time.  Mary Shelley was doing the same thing thirty years earlier in Frankenstein (1818).  Like Heathcliff, Frankenstein’s monster has no family, no birth, no childhood, and both turn against the society that has wilfully misunderstood them.  Like the monster, Heathcliff is brutally disassociated from nature and the natural by his lack of a mother.  He is never a squalling, chubby baby or a rosy-cheeked toddler.  These ‘natural’ and acceptably sentimental images of childhood have no place in his depiction.  Brontë’s deliberate exclusion of these images further disconnects Heathcliff from the norm until, like the monster, his very humanity is called into question.  His isolation is made brutally apparent.  Brontë reinforces the myth of the child as a threatening unknown: the danger implicit in such a child is fully realised in the brutalisation the adult Heathcliff inflicts on those around him.

Jane Eyre, published in the same year as Wuthering Heights by Emily’s sister Charlotte, also begins with a child protagonist.  Initially the text appears to be an unprecedented privileging of a female child’s voice.  On examination, however, this assumption breaks down.  The whole is firmly cast in the past tense, Charlotte Brontë is writing Jane Eyre, who is in turn writing her own account of her past.  She places herself at the centre of the narrative, and the novel becomes not just a telling of the events but a justification of her own actions.  The child Jane does have a strong, highly individual voice.  Like Dickens, though, Brontë has an agenda, and she is using the figure of the child to further it.

Although the young Jane in no way conforms to the stereotype of the child, the very fact of her youth – and the injustices she endures – provoke a deeply rooted sympathy in the mind of the reader.  This sympathy is heightened by the use of the first person and the direct confidences between narrator and reader.  It is a sympathy that connects the reader to the narrator so firmly that her behaviour, however questionable, remains unquestioned.  Brontë uses Jane’s initial status as child to indicate attributes to her character essential to a deep connection with her as a protagonist.  The child is vulnerable, defenceless, innocent and – usually – less than responsible for its actions.

Jane’s character draws on both strands of the child myth.  The high value placed on the Romantic child shores up her place at the centre of the text, as well as lending veracity to her portrayal of characters who chastise her as cruel and abusive figures.  Brontë exploits the myths of the child, and suggests that childhood is something more complex than merely a specific time period.  The growth to adulthood is a civilising, rationalising force consciously wielded by Jane in order to control and subdue the ‘child’ element to her nature.  Brontë is participating in the idea of childhood as unruly and threatening, something that must be controlled and suppressed.

The child also played a limited but crucial part in the Condition of England novels that appeared throughout the century.  The social novels of Gaskell, Disraeli and Kingsley among others located the child as the locus of a moral universe, which a corrupting industrialisation is continually eroding.  George Dimock sees the Romantic child as a “political ideal … a touchstone by which to measure to horrors of moderity … a catalyst for moral outrage and inspiration for change”.​[40]​  The child functions as a talisman of all that is good and pure, its fragility reflecting the increasingly vulnerable nature of morality.  These novelists, profoundly affected by their realisation of the desperate poverty suffered by the working classes, ruthlessly sacrifice the individuality of the child in their need to force awareness of this poverty on the public.  The figure of the child becomes shorthand for moral and spiritual good.  

The figure of the corrupted child meanwhile becomes the most powerful image of a degenerating society.  Disraeli’s novel Sybil (1845), featuring a reformed rake and an unbelievably good and devout heroine – as well as her well-intentioned but misguided old father and an ardent lower-class suitor – systematically employs every method of provoking a reaction in the reader.  Disraeli, deeply influenced by the Chartist movement, hoped to induce in the reader both sympathy for the plight of the individual working-class person and an understanding of the widespread nature of the problem.  This attempt reaches its nadir in the depiction of Devilsdust, the distilled abstract of a slum child.  His plight is based on factual evidence but in the novel is transmuted into a straightforward political assault.  For example:

We cannot say he thrived; but he would not die.  So, at two years of age, his mother being lost sight of … he was sent out in the street to ‘play’, in order to be run over … [those around him] gave him no food; he foraged for himself, and shared with the dogs the garbage of the streets … [He slept] with a dung heap at his head, and a cess-pool at his feet.​[41]​ 

This small paragraph comprehensively evokes a world gone mad.  Every sacred convention is challenged and dismissed.  The child’s mother has been “lost sight of”; the maternal love that should have irrevocably bound the two is conspicuously absent.  Those who should protect him in the absence of a parent send him out to die.  He is not nurtured and protected but starved.  He is not master over the beasts but rather exists alongside them on equal terms.  The dogs in this case display more compassion than the humans.  He is literally and metaphorically surrounded by filth.  He “would not die”, the direct inference being that death was preferable to the life he led.  There is even, in the way this description is cast, the suggestion of some vast and malevolent force at work.  Who are the “they” who give him no food, and who send him out to die in the streets?  Disraeli specifically rebuts any accusations of exaggeration in an advertisement at the opening of the novel, claiming, in fact, that a novel that revealed the whole truth of the condition of England would be discarded as too improbable.  He has, he states, suppressed much of the truth.​[42]​  Devilsdust is a composite picture of the pitiful, pitiable children of the working class.  He does and must perform along certain lines to fit with Disraeli’s intentions. To provoke horror in the reader, Condition of England novels need only children who are corrupted: to provoke sympathy, those who suffer or die while docile and palpably innocent.  Such children cannot have individual characters, tastes, ideas or desires.





Thomas Hardy did not father any children.​[43]​  He was virtually silent on this topic and even The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy, his autobiography, contains only one brief, poignant comment.  Hardy learnt that a young woman who had been in service with Hardy and Emma, and who had run away when it was discovered that her lover had been staying overnight with her, was pregnant.  The Life then includes a note from his diary, recording that “Aug. 13. We hear that Jane, our late servant is going to have a baby.  Yet never a sign of one is there for us”.​[44]​  This short note gives a glimpse of the sadness Hardy must have felt at his childlessness, but he never refers to it again. 

He did show a deep interest in and fondness for children, especially in later life.  Local children often visited Hardy at Max Gate, and he was photographed outside the house with some children who lived nearby.  He was also godfather to several children, including Caroline Hanbury, about whom he noted somewhat laconically, “At christening of Mrs Hanbury’s little girl ‘Caroline Fox’ – 12.30 afterwards lunched”.​[45]​  

Hardy also wrote short fiction aimed at young people.  “The Thieves Who Couldn’t Stop Sneezing”​[46]​ is a short story with a Christmas theme about a precocious fourteen-year-old named Hubert who foils an attempt at burglary in a manor house.  “Our Exploits at West Poley”,​[47]​ a tale aimed at young boys, was originally published in serial form in The Household and appeared posthumously as a novella.  These tales are representative of Hardy’s awareness of children as an audience with different interests and requirements to the adult reader.  

He took a keen interest in older children and adolescents.  In later life he had a series of female ‘protégées’, whose careers he followed closely.  The most well-known of these is Gertrude Bugler, who played Tess in a stage adaptation of Hardy’s novel.  His interest in the young actress bordered on infatuation.  Another woman who held his interest was Agnes Grove (1863?-1927), who Hardy met in 1895, and with whom Hardy embarked upon what Sally Shuttleworth describes as “another semi-romantic/literary relationship”.​[48]​  Perhaps as a result of writing Jude the Obscure (1895), in which Sue’s ill-considered comments to Little Jude lead him to take his life and those of his half-siblings, Hardy was preoccupied with what children had a right to know.  In the year that Jude the Obscure was published he wrote to Agnes Grove suggesting an article on the subject might be written, “working it out under different headings of ‘on human nature’, ‘on temptations’, ‘on money’, ‘on physiology’, &c”.​[49]​  Hardy extensively revised the drafts of this article, and eventually arranged for its publication in the Free Review.  

The article advocated a degree of honesty in line with Hardy’s own comments on the matter in his contribution to “The Tree of Knowledge”.  In response to the question of what a mother should tell her daughter before marriage Hardy suggested “a plain handbook on natural processes should be placed in the daughter’s hands, and, later on, similar information on morbid contingencies”.​[50]​  He went on to say, “innocent youths … should receive the same instruction … it has never struck me that the spider is invariably male and the fly invariably female”.​[51]​  Hardy gave a thoughtful and detailed consideration to the moral and sexual education of children, involving himself in a debate which raged in the periodical press and in popular fiction, especially New Woman novels and short stories.​[52]​  

Little has been written on the presentation of either children or family in the novels of Thomas Hardy.  The field of criticism that touches most closely on the topic is the body of feminist writing on Hardy, seeking as it does to bring to the fore topics and characters that have previously been marginalised.  Writers such as Rosemarie Morgan, Penny Boumelha, Elisabeth Bronfen and Patricia Ingham have been helpful sources in putting together this study.  The focus for these critics, however, has of necessity been the women in the text.  As such, children, families and the child-parent relationship appear only tangentially.  While Hardy’s women are mothers, daughters and sisters it is the women themselves – their characters, fate and treatment by other characters and narrator – that have been the focus of such studies.  As in nineteenth-century society the children are marginalised, categorised and, on the whole, forgotten.  Family relationships and connections are rejected by critics in favour of romantic bonds, and when the two collide – for example in the relationship between Jude and Sue – it is the romantic connection that takes precedence.  

There are, of course, exceptions.  Sally Shuttleworth offers some relevant insights into the child murders and suicide in Jude the Obscure in her article on Father Time and child suicide.​[53]​  Rosemarie Morgan, meanwhile, gives a compelling analysis of the baptism and death of Tess’s child Sorrow in “Passive Victim? Tess of the D’Urbervilles”.​[54]​  Josephine McDonagh, in her book Child Murder and British Culture, sees the death of Little Father Time as representative of the end of all meaning, a “new, nihilistic zeitgeist”.​[55]​  U. C. Knoepflmacher’s recent article “The Subterranean Child”​[56]​ seeks to re-evaluate the role of the child in Hardy’s work, arguing that Hardy’s representation of the child deserves more critical attention, but the piece focuses almost exclusively on a short story, “The Withered Arm”, and Hardy’s novella for children, Our Exploits at West Poley.

The thesis as a whole situates Hardy’s novels within the wider context of the myths and realities of childhood in the nineteenth century in order reveal his uncompromising engagement with ideas of class, gender, love, desire, duty and dependency through complex depictions of the figure of the child.

Chapter one looks at babies and young children in the novels.  Hardy uses the child myth as embodied by these characters to engage with a number of social issues, but eventually challenges the ethics of exploiting the individual child by ignoring its identity in favour of the possibilities offered by the child myth.

The chapter situates the fates of the babies and young children in the novel within the wider context of several discourses of nineteenth-century society, contrasting what happens to these children in fiction as compared to the reality of illegitimacy, child death and what happens to the body after death.  With the child of Fanny Robin in Far From the Madding Crowd Hardy uses the redemptive power of the child myth to reimagine the dead Fanny and her child as analogous to the Virgin and Child, placing her and the baby at the centre of a narrative that conventionally would have marginalised her.  Hardy chooses to ignore the reality of a working-class death as too contentious, and in fact draws on middle-class death cultures to redeem Fanny and her child after death.

Sorrow, the child of Tess and Alec in Tess of the D’Urbervilles, is used in a similar way, drawing on the all-consuming innocence of the child myth to protect Tess’s child and, by extension, Tess herself.  He is also used to highlight Tess’s powerlessness.  His death is mirrored in Tess’s arrest – which leads to her death – and gives the novel its resolution.  Tess’s siblings, the Durbeyfield children, are the externalisation of Tess’s emotional turmoil, and are used as a spur to her sense of duty.  Hardy uses them to reveal the irony inherent in Tess’s sacrificing her innocence to protect the innocence of her siblings.

In The Return of the Native Thomasin Wildeve’s pregnancy is connected to illness and death.  When the child is born it is used to represent the unhappy marriage of Clym and Eustacia, drawing on wider discourses of hope and anxiety for the future.  The baby also becomes a warning, she embodies so many symbolic significances that she is in danger of becoming unreadable.

Elizabeth Jane in The Mayor of Casterbridge exposes the disintegration of traditional gender roles, and reveals the importance of the child in shoring up the uncertain identity of the working-class man.  Little Father Time in Jude the Obscure is the child consumed wholly by its symbolic significances.  His death, and the death of his siblings, is used by Hardy to expose the ethical violation that the child myth constitutes.  He reflects the damage wrought by consistently ignoring the individuality of the child, while accepting that he participates in the mythologisation of the child.

Jude of Jude the Obscure is the focus of chapter two.  Hardy begins the novel in the Bildungsroman format, but refuses to follow the template to its conclusion.  Jude is therefore stranded in the identity of the child that opens the Bildungsroman: dreamy, naïve and unable to take responsibility.  Meanwhile, Jude is a working-class child so forced to take on an adult role while still very young.  As a result, he mythologises an idealised childhood he never experiences, and the dreams he attaches to this childhood.  He cannot reconcile his myths with the realities of his adult life.  The death of his children marks the death of the self for Jude.  He retreats into convention and eventual death.  Hardy uses him to explore the powerlessness of the working-class man in the late nineteenth century.

Chapter three explores the characterisation of Tess in Tess of the D’Urbervilles.  It shows that Hardy draws on two contemporary discourses – the fallen woman and the infantilisation of women – to highlight Tess’s powerlessness.  He insists on Tess’s continued status as child even when she has achieved maturity to further underline this powerlessness, but also so that he can draw on the child myth to protect her from the conventional narrative of the fallen woman and absolve her of responsibility for the perceived sin of her sexual relationship with Alec and the crime of his murder.

Chapter four considers the role of pregnant women in Hardy’s novels.  It concludes that while the reality for the pregnant woman in the nineteenth century was increased autonomy and access to better medical care, the child myth was expanding to overtake the pregnant woman’s identity.  Her own identity was ignored or erased as a result. For as long as possible Hardy evades writing his women as pregnant to avoid this stripping of identity.  The death of Lucetta in The Mayor of Casterbridge shows this erasure of identity, and highlights the characters of her former suitor and current husband. Viviette, the heroine of Two on a Tower, voluntarily sacrifices her identity to protect her child from the shame of illegitimacy.

Chapter five looks at a series of novels to examine the role of the child in relation to the family.  In Far From the Madding Crowd, Bathsheba Everdene has no family yet occupies a position of responsibility as a farm manager.  The other characters in the text try to parent her to integrate her into a patriarchy that her independent femininity threatens.  She colludes to some extent by embracing the role of child to evade responsibility for her actions in her private life.  

The relationship between adults and their elderly parents in The Woodlanders is used by Hardy to show the potentially exploitative nature of the parent-child relationship.  As a middle-class woman, Grace is infantilised by the other men in the text in order to reinforce their masculine identities.  Marty South, as a working-class woman, is forced to participate in her own commodification to support her ailing father, losing her hair and her sense of identity in the process.  The relationship between Clym and his mother in The Return of the Native is repositioned as the central relationship of the novel.  This relationship blurs the boundary between familial affection and a more possessive sexual feeling.  It allows Clym to mythologise himself, consciously employing the child myth to protect himself from adult responsibilities and his own sexuality.

The final chapter uses close reading to re-evaluate two of Hardy’s so-called minor novels.  In Desperate Remedies Hardy parallels true family relationships with quasi-familial connections.  He explores the commodification of the child by the family, and uses the relationships between Cytherea, her brother, her lover and her female employer to investigate a number of transgressive possibilities that expose the spectre of sexual desire within the family unit.         













1. Infants and Young Children in Hardy: Illegitimacy, Death, Futurity and the Ethics of having or Writing a Child





The figure of the illegitimate child was a threatening one to the rigidly controlled patriarchy of the nineteenth century.  While legally marginalised, it represented a threat to the social order.  The illegitimate child and its mother reflected a family unit outside and beyond the patriarchy.  It symbolised a weakening of traditional patriarchal power structures.  Therefore the attempts to legislate for it, and to reaffirm the stigma against it, reflected a need to protect and reinforce middle-class values.   

The reality of illegitimacy contrasts with the mythologies the subject generates.  At times Hardy participates in the generation of these myths, at other moments he chooses to expose them.  Illegitimacy featured in nineteenth-century society in two main ways: through the legal system and through public opinion.  Jenny Bourne Taylor – citing Blackstone – looks at the laws regarding inheritance and bastardy, which were, briefly, as follows: “under common law a bastard could not succeed to estates or title or indeed any hereditary position as a member of a family, and could have no collateral heirs (those traceable through his parents) and no heirs except his own legitimate children”.​[57]​  This was known as the filius nullius rule and underlines society’s need to marginalise illegitimates.  The vast majority of illegitimate children, however, never encountered this aspect of the law, being of a class that had very little either to inherit or to leave.  The other legal aspect of bastardy, and one that occupied legislators throughout the nineteenth century, was how to support the unmarried women and illegitimate children who were unable to support themselves.  

Legislative attempts to deal with this issue reveal the wider implications of illegitimacy.  As with the filius nullius rule, nineteenth-century laws relating to the care of the illegitimate child reflect that it existed in an even more marginalised space than its legitimate counterpart – fatherless, often a financial burden on society and a living offence against the conventional moral code.  Mothers unable to bear the social or financial burden of raising a child alone would often send their child to the workhouse, abandon it or even murder it at birth.  Under the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 – in part to avoid the forced marriages that had become a common tactic among local overseers to avoid paying poor relief for bastard children – a laissez-faire attitude was adopted.  The mother of an illegitimate child (or her family were she unable) was responsible for the care of the child.  Mother and child were eligible for poor relief to the same amount as widow and child only if she or her family were unable to support them.  The father could be compelled to pay maintenance only if a case was brought against him by the guardians, and if the mother’s evidence as to the father’s identity could be corroborated.  Such a course of action was both difficult and costly and, as such, rarely pursued.​[58]​  

The Act was amended in 1844 and 1868 but the burden of proof rested with the mother.  This remained the case even after the Bastardy Laws Amendment Act of 1872, which allowed both guardians and mother to apply for maintenance, but often did not admit the evidence of the father.  This law existed until well beyond the close of the nineteenth century. The unmarried mother and her illegitimate child, therefore, existed as a unit in the nineteenth century, a family tolerated and catered for in law, but outside the control – or protection – of individual patriarchal authority.  In Scotland, the law legitimised children whose parents married after their birth; in England, as the Shedden case makes clear, even this was not so.​[59]​ 

Edward Buller stated to the House of Commons in 1834 that: “the present mode of punishment [for bearing or fathering a bastard] had little or no effect on the lower classes, [but] it had a considerable effect on the middling classes, and the class just above the lowest, which class was most important as regards to morality of the country at large”.​[60]​ This is revealing.  His words indicate that while for a certain class a stigma might exist against giving birth to a child while unmarried, such births were regularly taking place. 

Illegitimacy in the nineteenth century has been widely researched by historians in recent years.​[61]​  A number of studies have focused on a single community over a number of years, drawing information from census returns, parish records and individual diaries and memoirs.  Using these resources they build a composite picture of the number of illegitimate births and the local response to them.  The stronger studies draw supporting evidence from surrounding communities in an attempt to demonstrate that their study is representative of general (if inevitably localised) trends.  

Alan Macfarlane, in his study “Illegitimacy and Illegitimates in History”, notes little in the way of stigma.  His findings suggest awareness that there was a tradition of rural bastardy, censured by the local clergy but accepted by the community at large. He suggests that this attitude of tolerance – in rural areas at least – continued well into the nineteenth century, citing “two of the classical accounts of rural life at that time, Lark Rise to Candleford [by Flora Thompson, 1845] and Forty Years in a Moorland Parish [by Rev. J. C. Atkinson, 1891]”.​[62]​  His conclusions are supported by a number of other historians, including Pamela Horn​[63]​ and Rosemary O’Day.​[64]​  When Hardy discovered that his servant, Jane, was to bear an illegitimate child, his attitude was not one of censure or disapproval but regret that his own marriage is childless.​[65]​  

The picture, among the rural poor at least, is fairly clear.  The stigma surrounding illegitimate birth was either unperceived or disregarded by the poor living in rural areas.​[66]​  The rural poor who feature in Tess of the D’Urbervilles – Tess’s family and the labouring community among whom she works – are ultimately accepting of her and her child.  Hardy describes the child as “that bastard gift of shameless nature that respects not the social law” (121).  William Greenslade sees this as Hardy confronting the “lack of synchrony between sexual instinct and social arrangements”.​[67]​  It is only with her marriage to Angel that middle-class attitudes to illegitimacy really become apparent within the novel.  Hardy uses the middle-class perception of her situation to further oppress working-class Tess, but he also does something else. It was not the reality of the situation that he was engaging with and playing on, but the middle-class perception of that reality.  The bastard, whom Macfarlane describes as “a living symbol of social irregularity”​[68]​ and Bourne Taylor sees as “a threat to stable patrilineal inheritance at one end of the social scale, a problem of social control, of moral and economic breakdown at the other”,​[69]​ was anathema to the middle class, a financial drain and a very visible challenge to their restrictive moral compass.  Hardy uses the figure of the illegitimate child as an opportunity to manipulate middle-class sensibilities.  The child’s illegitimacy becomes a way of highlighting Tess’s plight and exposing the myths generated by the figure of the illegitimate child.  He employs the same technique in Jude the Obscure, Far From the Madding Crowd, and Two on a Tower.  Understanding the reality of illegitimacy in the nineteenth century provides the key to Hardy’s representation of illegitimacy in his novels.  A close reading of his depiction of these illegitimate children reveals that he accepts or disregards the reality of nineteenth-century illegitimacy in different instances.  When and why he does this is explored in the following sections.

The Child as Path to Redemption

An understanding of perceptions of illegitimacy in the nineteenth century informs this reading of Fanny Robin’s illegitimate baby in Far From the Madding Crowd.  The child is used as a visible symbol of Fanny’s ‘sin’ before becoming the means of her (and its own) eventual redemption.  The unnamed baby, who dies at birth, is representative of the way in which children are portrayed throughout the novels. Fanny’s child is not permitted any kind of life in the text at all.  Fanny haunts the text but her child does not even have a ghost’s presence.  There is no hint of the child’s existence until it has been born and died.  The child’s symbolic function is crucial, but its existence as a fallible individual would detract from its symbolic power.  In this novel, therefore, the child exists purely as a symbol; no hint of individuality is permitted to encroach.

Fanny is a servant in the house of Bathsheba Everdene, though she departs a scant two days after Bathsheba’s arrival.  Her first appearance is an encounter with Gabriel Oak on the road, late at night.  Hardy uses a complex system of symbolism to simultaneously marginalise Fanny and reveal her as playing a central role in the drama that is unfolding.  This meeting sets the tone for her appearance throughout the novel.  She is barely distinguishable from the tree by which she stands and is described in only the barest terms: “It was a slim girl, rather thinly clad”.​[70]​  Hardy presents her as a series of fractured impressions.  He does not name Fanny: the reader is left to infer the name from later discussions in the text.  There is little further description of her physical appearance.  The focus instead is on her voice: “The voice was unexpectedly attractive: it was the low and dulcet note suggestive of romance; common in descriptions, rare in experience”.​[71]​  This disembodied voice, fictionalised even as it is actualised by description, refuses the speaker a concrete identity.  She is not a whole person, even her reality is questioned.  Fanny is doubly fictional, a character in a fiction whose fictionality is highlighted within the text itself.  

Hardy reinforces this impression by likening her to a lamb.  Gabriel, in giving her some money in a gesture of compassion, briefly touches her hand.  In doing so he feels the pulse beating in her wrist: “It was beating with a throb of tragic intensity”.​[72]​  The choice of adjective and the melodrama of the situation present her once more as a character from a sensation novel.  As Hardy writes: “He (Gabriel) had frequently felt the same quick hard beat in the femoral artery of his lambs when overdriven”.​[73]​  Although this may not seem a surprising analogy for a shepherd to use, the symbolic implications of such a description are relevant to this discussion.  Jesus is often called the ‘lamb of God’, so Fanny is on one level analogous to Christ; both are misunderstood and martyred by people who feared what such a person represented.  

The lamb is also a conventional symbol of innocence and the reference to blood calls to mind the phrase ‘lamb to the slaughter’ – the innocent moving towards a terrible fate in ignorance of what will happen to them.  Occupying a curiously ambivalent place in the text, her importance and even role in it obscure, Fanny departs.  This first meeting gives a definite impression that it is not Fanny as an individual who is important, but rather what she will come to represent.  Hardy uses her to embody the dichotomy between the sacred and the profane, a theme that is to run through the novel.  She initially appears only doubtfully corporeal, but the pulse in her wrist and the terrible physical fate of Christ unsettle this dreamlike sanitisation of her character.  Finally the choice of name – shared with the eponymous heroine of the infamous erotic novel Fanny Hill – is far more physical than spiritual.  An important theme is introduced: the attempt to reject physicality, coupled with the impossibility of doing so. 

Fanny appears in person only a handful more times but her presence haunts the novel and her fate remains uncertain.  Her remaining appearances heighten the initial impression of unreality, especially as Hardy chooses not to express either her situation or her condition with any real directness.  She remains unformulated; her encounter with Troy when she calls to him through the window of his barracks is described as “the wall … holding converse with the snow”.​[74]​  She is in the same passage described as “a mere shade upon the earth … a little spot in the snow”.​[75]​  The latter phrase is laden with symbolic meaning.  Her innocence has led her to agree to become Troy’s lover, believing they will be married at a later date.  The spot on the snow is representative of Fanny’s lost virginity, and of her position among other women; they are the snow and she, now, is the spot.  Fanny’s physical self is vital to the plot and problematic to the other characters, yet Hardy as far as possible expunges that physical self from the novel.  

As the text progresses, it becomes increasingly obvious that Fanny’s main function is symbolic.  Hardy is careful, however, not to reduce her to a mere stereotype or cliché.  The contradictions she embodies give her a measure of individuality.  Jean R. Brooks considers Fanny in relation to Ophelia,​[76]​ and while she does not draw out the comparison, there are many similarities between the two tragic figures.  Both women suffer for love of a man, both haunt their respective texts, and in each case their death brings about a crisis in the plot.  With this literary forebear in mind, it would be poor fiction indeed if Fanny were to disappear forever at an early point in the text.  The fact of her existence remains intriguing even during her prolonged absences.  Especially following the marriage of Troy and Bathsheba Fanny represents a threat to textual – and social – stability; she is a secret waiting to be told.  The child she carries is the physical embodiment of that secret.  

The two women’s lives inevitably collide, and Fanny functions as double or opposite to Bathsheba.  Michael Millgate remarks that Fanny’s “relationship to Bathsheba becomes a strange shadow play of obvious contrasts and obscure rivalries”.​[77]​  She is the negative to Bathsheba’s positive, her fragmented, ghostly existence directly in opposition to Bathsheba’s vital, immediate presence.  She is servant while Bathsheba is mistress, and she succumbs to Troy’s charms while Bathsheba resists until she has secured him in marriage.  Fanny represents the fate that could have been Bathsheba’s had Bathsheba been more passive and naïve.  This opposition is starkly apparent in the first encounter between the two, following Bathsheba’s wedding to Troy.  Bathsheba sits in the carriage beside Troy; while her marriage may not be happy she has at least succeeded in securing the man she loves as her husband.  She gazes down and glimpses – before Troy forces her to drive on – a figure to be pitied.  Fanny is again represented in the shadow of evening, and once again it is her voice that arrests the man she has encountered.  This time, though, it is Troy whom she addresses and he is startled by the familiarity of the voice.  Bathsheba, meanwhile, sees only a dim figure in the evening gloom, observing “the poverty of the woman’s garb, and the sadness of her face”.​[78]​  Fanny is the opposite of the proud landowner who looks down at her, not a person even, but a “poor thing”.​[79]​  

In their final encounter, however, the roles are suddenly reversed.  The reason for this reversal is Fanny’s child.  Fanny’s posthumous arrival at Bathsheba’s farmhouse represents a crucial moment in the relationship between the two women.  Bathsheba demands that the body of Fanny, her coffin well covered with flowers, be brought back to the farm.  Her act is clearly one of magnanimity towards a former servant, but already some are aware that Fanny was much more than that:  

Suddenly, as in a last attempt to save Bathsheba from, at any rate, immediate pain, he looked again as he had looked before at the chalk writing upon the coffin-lid.  The scrawl was this simple one: ‘Fanny Robin and child.’  Gabriel took his handkerchief and carefully rubbed out the two latter words.​[80]​

No mention of Fanny’s condition has so far been made in the text.  But Hardy uses the figure of the child to expose the hypocrisy and impossibility of ignoring the physical realities of pregnancy.  Both reader and Troy have been seduced into seeing Fanny as something less than real.  She ‘haunts’ the text, and Troy has had a physical relationship with her while remaining determinedly blind to the consequences.  Hardy has echoed, even encouraged, this view of Fanny, but the bald statement and its futile erasure make it clear that however much we may wish to ignore the physical realities of the body, especially the female body – sex, childbirth, death – an attempt to expunge them from either text or society is as pointless and as ineffectual as Gabriel’s removal of the chalk words.  Nothing can expunge the corporeality of the child within the coffin.  The first time the child is mentioned is in this removal of the one small acknowledgement of its existence, but it is clear that this erasure is futile.  The sense of inexorability that is so much a part of Hardy’s plots is emphasised by the title of the next chapter, “Fanny’s Revenge”.

Fanny has by now slid from life into bare symbolism.  With her death she is finally allowed a physical presence.  Whatever haunted the text has departed and it is her very real earthly remains that are now of importance.  This importance is only accorded to her because she has borne a child.  The physical body of the child, mute testimony to the physical act of love that took place between Fanny and Troy, damns both her and her erstwhile lover.  But the figures of the dead woman and her child engage with a specific element of the child mythology encapsulated in the image of the virgin and child.  The poignant, all-encompassing innocence of the child becomes the medium through which Hardy accomplishes Fanny’s posthumous redemption.  The child is crucial to the quasi-religiousness of the tableau.  Without the child Fanny could not be cast as Madonna.  In conjunction with the child she is reintegrated into both text and society in the sanctified, sanitised image of ‘mother and child’.  The mythology surrounding the figure of the child has, as Hardy recognises, become so powerful its redemptive power encompasses the parent.  The crucial and very apparent innocence of the child both reveals and negates the sin of the mother.  For both, however, this process is only really achieved through death.  Each becomes an image, one that can seduce and pacify the reader in a way that two living characters could not.  The language Hardy uses to evoke the sympathy of his readers is only the beginning of the process of acceptance.  Dead, Fanny and her illegitimate child no longer represent a drain on society or a threat to the social order.

Hardy even uses this element of the child mythology to justify the narratorial preoccupation with the physical body.  Throughout the text Fanny’s physical self – her throbbing pulse, her romantic voice – have been carefully chronicled and fetishised.  It is her physical presence that has always been the primary issue, and her physical body that is important now.  This focus on the physical is made more evident by the fact that the body is no longer animate.  It lies mute and uncaring, acted upon but inactive.  The bodies of mother and child are obsessively detailed by the narrator, but this possessive, even invasive gaze is now situated within a tradition of pious gazing at religious icons.  

The strange doubling role that Fanny has played to Bathsheba is now strikingly apparent.  They are in all ways in opposition to one another.  But in this final meeting Hardy suddenly shifts the power balance previously ascribed to the two women.  It is now Fanny who – because of her child – possesses the power. Bathsheba is neither powerful nor pathetic but verging on the grotesque.  Her vitality stands in stark contrast to the still form she is faced with, and Hardy develops this opposition.  Compare his description of Bathsheba –

She locked her fingers, threw back her head, and strained her hot hands rigidly across her forehead…with a hysterical sob…she found herself in the small room, quivering with emotion, a mist before her eyes and an excruciating pulsation in her brain.​[81]​

– with that of Fanny and the child

By the dead girl’s side, enclosed in one of her arms, was the object of the search…neatly apparelled in its first and last outfit for earth – a miniature wrapping of white linen – with a face so delicately small in contour and substance that its cheeks and the plump backs of its little fists irresistibly reminded her, excited as she was, of the soft convexity of mushrooms on a dewy morning…(Fanny) appeared rounder in feature and much younger than she had looked during the latter months of her life.  Her hands had acquired a preternatural refinement, and a painter in looking upon them might have fancied that at last he had found the fellows of those marvellous hands and fingers which must have served as originals to Bellini.​[82]​





The figure of the dead child is a perfect repository – more so even than its living counterpart – for the mythologies the child figure has generated.  This attitude in society has its mirror in literature.  Charlotte Brontë, Mrs Henry Wood, Harriet Beecher Stowe and of course Dickens all use the dying and dead child to great literary effect.  In many cases the death is used to reinforce Christian values.  The child is usually accepting, even willing to die in order to go to heaven, while those observing the death see the child as an angel.  The dying child in nineteenth-century literature almost always represents the Romantic ideal with a set of moral values and an attitude to life that should be emulated both by readers and other characters within the text.  There is in the figure of the dead child no trace of the threatening unknown.  

Hardy participates in the mythologisation of the figure of the dead child.  It is apparent from his description of Fanny’s baby that he assumes his readers will wish to dwell on the image of the tiny corpse and its parent.  The perfect stillness of the two, contrasted with Bathsheba’s suddenly coarse and somehow inappropriate vitality, fully engages in the veneration of both the image and the imagined or assumed virtues of the dead.  Hardy is involving himself in a discourse that would have been very familiar to his readers.

Hardy makes a more personal contribution to this concept of post-mortem redemption in his “Poems of 1912-13”,​[84]​ which he wrote on the death of his first wife, Emma.  They dwell on the early days of their courtship and marriage and ignore the divisions that marked much of their marriage.  The loving tone of the poems allegedly upset Florence Dugdale, who was at that time Hardy’s close companion and was shortly to become his second wife.​[85]​  

In his depiction of the dead pair, Hardy is drawing on a specific aspect of the mythology of the child.  Historian David Cannadine noted in 1981 that “we still know extraordinarily little about death in the nineteenth century”,​[86]​ but since then several thorough and influential studies have been published exploring what Ruth Richardson calls “the existence of distinct, class-bound death cultures in Victorian Britain”.​[87]​  An awareness of the existence of these “death cultures” is vital to an understanding of the way that Hardy writes the dead children in his novels.  Philippe Ariès suggests that “the appearance of the portrait of the dead child in the sixteenth century … marked a very important moment in the history of feelings”.​[88]​  He traces the increasingly widespread appearances of dead children in stained glass windows, effigies on tombs and even family portraits and infers that such a development indicates a new depth of feeling for the individual child, and a new level of mourning at the death of young children.  Ariès’s extensive evidence demonstrates an increasing preoccupation with the image of the dead child; it had become a public spectacle as well as a private fact.  Children were generally depicted as they were when they died, and as early as 1606 when James I lost his three-day-old daughter he “gave instructions that … [the child] should be shown lying in an alabaster cradle in which all the accessories – the lace of her swaddling clothes and her bonnet – should be faithfully reproduced to create the illusion of reality”.​[89]​  By the nineteenth century this practice had been expanded and refined, until the study of the dead child, and the reproduction of its appearance, were commonplace and acceptable to upper- and middle-class families.    

Pat Jalland’s study, Death in the Victorian Family, considers a wide selection of family archives in an attempt to explore the ways in which the middle and upper classes of the nineteenth century dealt with dying and death.  She looks at, among others, the family of Archibald Campbell Tait and his wife Catharine, who lose, in a very short period of time, five of their seven children to scarlet fever.  Both parents kept accounts of the children’s deaths, and as a matter of course they viewed the bodies of their children both immediately after death and when they had been laid out.  On looking at the corpse of Catharine (Catty), the fourth child to die, Mrs Tait notes that she is unlike the “bright girl” that they knew in life.  They read consolation poetry by the body.​[90]​  This offers an insight to the intimate relationship that the parents had with their children even after death. The poetry read beside the body reflects a connection with the child’s physical self that is not severed by death. 

In Laurence Lerner’s Angels and Absences we find the most relevant insights into middle-class death cultures relating to the child.  At the close of his text Lerner reprints what he describes as “some of the striking child deaths I have come across in memoirs and letters”, including the following:

(On the death of the son of William Harcourt) “Watts did for me yesterday a sketch from the cold clay which Perugino might have envied.  It really is my little darling as he lived”
(On the deaths of Harry and Georgiana, son and daughter of Benjamin Robert Haydon) Haydon passed four days “sketching Harry’s dear head in the coffin – his beautiful head!  What a creature!  With a brow like an ancient god!” Of Georgiana he wrote “in her convulsions, her beautiful head had a look of power and grief no-one could forget.  It’s dreadful work.  I tried to sketch her dear head but could not.”   
(On the death of Mary Shaffner, aged 10 months) her mother commented on her “plump and natural” appearance in her coffin.​[91]​  

The attitude towards the corpses of the children is plain.  The intense and lengthy scrutiny of the child’s dead body forms an acceptable and accepted part of the grieving process in nineteenth-century society.  

Although William Harcourt sees only cold clay in the corpse of his son, the artist who draws the child, and the other parents I have quoted, see a transfiguring power in death.  Harry becomes like an ancient god, and Georgiana in dying is unforgettable as she might never have been in life.  These children on death become frozen into images of something more than an ordinary individual child.  Each comes to represent the essence, the epitome of what the child was in life.  Haydon spends four days trying to capture whatever it is he sees in his dead child.  It is as if in death the child becomes somehow more intensely lifelike.  

Hardy is integrating Fanny and her child into middle-class death cultures, and by doing so is effectively reintegrating her – post-mortem, when such a reintegration would be more acceptable – into a middle-class understanding.  Her death would be both familiar and suitable to middle-class sensibilities: Fanny’s coffin in a rural setting, decked with flowers and attended by rustic mourners; the pathetic image of the neatly clothed child held in the refined hands of her young mother; the grave being planted with flowers by a grieving and repentant Troy.  All are acceptable, conventional images.  But they represent a sudden, stark fracture between fiction and truth.  Fanny was a young mother with an illegitimate child, and she died in a workhouse.  Hardy’s depiction of what happens to the two of them after they die consciously ignores the reality.  He employs the transformative power of the mythology of the middle-class dead child by deliberately drawing Fanny and her child into it.

There was no section of nineteenth-century society with so little autonomy or ability to speak for themselves as children – such meaning, intention and identity were freely imposed upon them – and never was this easier or more effective than with a dead child.  Ariès notes that dead children are the first to appear independently in art, and by the mid-nineteenth century, in company with the literature of consolation that was being developed to aid Victorians in their attempt to die ‘a good death’ – an evangelical ideal – there were being published or circulated a number of memoirs written about or even putatively by children who had died before reaching adulthood.  These texts show clearly how much has been ascribed to dying children, and how little they actually say.  Lerner cites Mrs Tait:





´The Lord Jesus Christ has taken your dear Catty to heaven.  He has taken her to Chatty and Frances and Susan; shall you like to go to her?’  She became very silent, and did not answer me, but her mind seemed satisfied.​[93]​

The dying child apparently participates in its own mythologisation, and the need of society to mythologise the child is clear.  Lines between fiction and fact are blurred in accounts of the dead child.  These children are the mirror to their fictional brothers and sisters Paul Dombey and Little Nell.  They are all subject to the same process, and meet the same need.  

Infant Mortality and the Class System

Hardy wrote the death of Fanny and her child in a way that would have been both acceptable and recognisable to a middle-class audience, while neatly avoiding any contentious issues that the realities of a working-class death and burial might have raised.  By employing the middle-class child myth, Hardy is challenging the conventions that marginalise Fanny and her child, but in such a way that the reader is drawn in rather than alienated by the course of events.  In choosing to participate in the myth, Hardy is ignoring an unpalatable reality.

Without the kindly intervention of Bathsheba, Fanny and her child would at best have suffered an anonymous and ignominious burial.  At worst, one or both might have ended on the anatomist’s table.  The Anatomy Act of 1832 recommended that “the government should confiscate [for dissection] the bodies of paupers dying in workhouses and hospitals, too poor to pay for their own funerals”.​[94]​  This law forms the basis of modern law on the subject.  Previously, this fate had been reserved for murderers, but the advent of high profile cases of grave robbing and even murder in order that the victim’s corpse could be sold to anatomists, including the still notorious Burke and Hare murders, led to the Anatomy Act.  The Act was intended to prevent such crimes, but the result was that the poor were effectively punished for their poverty, not just while alive but also after death. 

In reality, therefore, Fanny’s baby, as a pauper child, would not have escaped this grim fate.  Ruth Richardson cites evidence that in London during the 1790s a child’s corpse could be sold for “six shillings for the first foot, and nine [pence] per inch for all it measures more in length”.​[95]​  Children’s corpses were clearly of interest to the anatomist, and the demand for corpses for dissection only increased in the early part of the nineteenth century.  Previous to the Anatomy Act, class distinctions were not observed by grave robbers.  Only the very rich, able to inter their dead in vaults, were truly protected.  The terms of the Act, however, protect the middle and upper classes by explicitly targeting the poor.
  
The description of Fanny and her child’s treatment after death differs widely from what the reality would have been for a working-class child.  The fact the child died, however, is not at all surprising.  With the growth of the Industrial Revolution, thousands of people flocked or were driven to rapidly expanding towns and cities in search of jobs and better living conditions and became victims of new administrations unable to deal with this population explosion.  Factories sprang up across the country providing employment, but housing and other amenities were slow to follow and the new arrivals often found that they had swapped one form of poverty for another.  As the century progressed these problems worsened, and children were inevitably the first victims of the situation.  As the population grew the number of children in society rose accordingly.  By the mid-century around fifty per cent of the population was aged nineteen or under, nearly thirty per cent of those being children under the age of nine.​[96]​  This was in spite of staggeringly high infant mortality rates.  It has been estimated that in 1831 half of the children born died before the age of five, while by 1851 of 1,000 children born alive, 522 reached the age of five, and in 1861 this figure had only risen to 737.​[97]​  As Lerner points out, “the poor were dying every day in their thousands, unchronicled and (except by their unchronicled families) unremembered”.​[98]​  

Those contemporary parties, who interested themselves in the poor to the extent that they commissioned studies, exploring in detail the “Condition of England Question”, produced some horrifying reports.  Engels’s description of the deaths of the poor in his The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 concludes with a statement that is both apposite and thought-provoking.  He writes, “as in life, so in death.  The poor are dumped into the earth like infected cattle … The paupers are thrown into a ditch fourteen feet deep; a curate rattles through the litany at the top of his speed; the ditch is loosely covered in, to be reopened the next Wednesday, and filled with corpses as long as one more can be forced in”.​[99]​  This is so far from what happens to Fanny and her child as to be highly significant.  

Hardy’s engagement with class issues in his writing is both a dominant theme and a constant preoccupation of his fiction.  He could not have been unaware of the class issues surrounding death but in the case of Fanny and her child he consistently avoids the realities of a working-class death.  An indication of his reasons for doing so could be found in the letter that he writes to Macmillan when submitting The Poor Man and the Lady, his first, unpublished, novel, described in The Life as “a striking socialistic novel”.​[100]​  In it he offers the following argument:

That the upper classes of society have been induced to read, before any, books in which they themselves are painted by a comparative outsider.
That, in works of such a kind, unmitigated utterances of strong feeling against the class to which these readers belong may lead them to throw down a volume in disgust; whilst the same feelings inserted edgeways so to say – half concealed beneath ambiguous expressions, or at any rate written as if they were not the chief aims of the book (even though they may be) – become the most attractive remarks of all.​[101]​

Michael Millgate identifies “a strain of overt social criticism which remained discernable in Hardy’s work until after the publication of The Hand of Ethelberta”,​[102]​ the novel that follows Far From the Madding Crowd.  But Hardy was aware that some of his more contentious ideas would have to be inserted in such a way that the reader was not made to feel uncomfortable or alienated.  Fanny and her child ending in a pauper’s grave or on the anatomist’s table would have been too blatant, too direct.  

The overt social criticism that Millgate identifies is undoubtedly present in the text, for example in Bathsheba’s relationship with Gabriel.  They are initially equal, but Gabriel’s financial ruin, accompanied by Bathsheba’s financial gain, leaves them in uncomfortably disparate class positions.  Despite this they are presented as a well-matched couple, and the trajectory of the novel clearly indicates that they will be united by its close, despite the existence of other suitors of a similar class.  This social criticism is a gentle one, however, palatable to the middle-class reader and for this reason all the more effective.  Bathsheba and Gabriel demonstrate an acceptable face of class mobility.  

The importance of economic gain at this point in Hardy’s career should not be under-estimated.  Hardy wished to establish his literary career and reputation but he also needed to make a living.  Far From the Madding Crowd was published in 1874; later that year he married Emma and while he had thus far been able to support himself as a writer, he must have been aware when writing this novel that if he wished to marry he would need to have a stable income to support himself and his new wife.  It was important, therefore, that this novel should enjoy not only critical success but general popularity.  Although Hardy’s commitment to his own understanding of the class system and the injustices suffered by the lower classes is clear even in this text, it is understandable that Hardy might wish to soften the harsh realities of a working-class death.  The positive reimagining of a previously marginalised pair, the unmarried mother and her illegitimate child, would have been contentious enough.  

The post-mortem redemption of Fanny and her child allows Hardy to demonstrate something powerful and poignant about class and gender status.  Furthermore, by incorporating the pair into a middle-class myth Hardy is exposing both the injustices of the class system and the fallacy of the myth itself.  A more realistic depiction of the death and its aftermath would have robbed Hardy of a powerful emotional moment, alienating his readers by imposing the unpalatably brutal reality of a pauper’s death on the rural landscape he created.  To present such a scene would have generated not sympathy and understanding but, as Hardy feared, “may lead them [his readers] to throw down a volume in disgust”.​[103]​  

Innocence and the Redemptive Power of the Figure of the Infant

In Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Tess, the young heroine, also bears an illegitimate child that dies while still a baby.  Unlike Fanny’s baby, however, the redemptive power of Tess’s child is only transitory.  Hardy exploits Sorrow – the baby – to an extent far surpassing his use of children in previous novels.  Following his death he is summarily obliterated from the text.  Tess’s admission to Angel on their wedding night is concerned only with her sexual relationship with Alec, and dismissively, “its results”,​[104]​ just as his response focuses on her ‘sin’, rather than the child she has borne. 

The baptism scene was clearly an important one to Hardy.  When his publishers demanded that he leave it out of the serial version as too offensive to Victorian sensibilities, he assented.  But a month before the publication of the first instalment of the novel in the Graphic, a version of the scene appeared in the Fortnightly Review as “The Midnight Baptism: A Study in Christianity”.​[105]​  In subsequent editions of the novel the author exercises his increased artistic freedom and reinstates the scene, making his depiction of the baptism deliberately provocative.  The scene can easily be read as an attack on a church that condemns both Tess and her child as sinners.  In fact it is something much more complex.  Hardy’s ideas about religion, social standing, and the characters in the text coalesce at this crucial point in the novel.  Tess is transformed, for perhaps the only time in the novel, into a powerful figure entirely in control of both the situation and her own destiny.  Hardy employs a dazzling array of symbolic devices to emphasise this power.  The scene becomes not an attack on religious belief in itself, but a damning commentary on the trappings of an organised religion that deny both Tess and her child a place in society.  

Jean R. Brooks sees evidence in this scene for Tess’s “growth towards a more advanced kind of religion and for the deadness of its outer forms”,​[106]​ but by locating Tess as an “individual human being … at the centre of Christ’s religion”​[107]​ she reconciles the act with conventional Christianity a little more easily than Hardy would have liked, as indicated by the title of his reworking of the scene for the Fortnightly Review.  Tess is more connected to the nature religions of her ancient ancestors (even the D’Urbervilles, after all, began with Sir Pagan D’Urberville), which so often featured a powerful matriarchal figure.  The idea of a nature or earth goddess is certainly suggested by the juxtaposition of the baptism scene with that of Tess and her neighbours working to gather the harvest. 

This would chime with Henry Havelock Ellis’s reading of Hardy’s heroines as existing in a “primitive social phase [which] is accompanied by an even more primitive phase of worship … with its constant and loving reference to the shifting aspects of earth and air, as a kind of Nature-worship”.​[108]​  It also corresponds to recapitulation theory (in which ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny), aligning women – and especially children – with ‘lower races’.​[109]​  

When Tess baptizes her dying child she is momentarily transformed.  She and the child are no longer either marginalized or threatening.  Instead, mother and child embody a symbolic function that renders them temporarily powerful.  Tess’s power in the scene is undeniable.  Her appearance is authoritative – “her figure looked singularly tall and imposing as she stood in her long white nightgown”​[110]​ – while the candlelight conceals the attrition of her daily life: “her high enthusiasm having a transfiguring effect upon the face which had been her undoing, showing it as a thing of immaculate beauty, with a touch of dignity which was almost regal.”.​[111]​  The surroundings and the supporting characters are also transfigured.  The childish attendants and the poverty of the room render the scene more touching and infinitely more acceptable to the middle-class reader than any realist view of an illegitimate child dying in poverty and obscurity.  

The key to this scene is the redemptive power of the Romantic child myth, with its all-encompassing innocence.  Hardy uses it to doubly protect Tess.  Her role as mother to a dying child redeems her as it did Fanny, but she remains a child – and therefore an innocent – herself.  Hardy asserts that she is one of the children; they all contribute to the touching gravity and innocence of this baptism of “a child’s child”.​[112]​  He keeps this concept alive by later referring to Tess as a “girl-mother”.​[113]​  The reminders of her youthful state impart to her an innocence that convention would deny.  Tess is clearly “more sinned against than sinning”.​[114]​  

The implicit challenge to patriarchal and religious authority contained in the baptism scene cannot be sustained.  The child myth that protects Tess and endows her with momentary power cannot provide her with any real autonomy.  Quite the opposite in fact, by aligning Tess with this myth Hardy is underlining her powerlessness.  But her life has been marked by the child.  Although his “campaign against sin, the world, and the devil was to be of limited brilliancy”,​[115]​ he casts a long shadow over the text.  

The child becomes the physical embodiment of what Tess has already suffered in the text, and a precursor for the suffering she has yet to endure.  The choice of the child’s name contributes to this symbolic significance, but the act of naming itself is also important.  By giving the child a name Tess is giving him an identity.  Through the choice of name, Hardy reveals that this identity is wholly symbolic.  Despite the early death – and forgetting – of the child, what he signifies is ineradicable: the governing emotion in the remainder of Tess’s life is sorrow.  Even her fleeting time with Angel at the close of the novel has a feverish, unreal quality to it that could hardly be described as happiness.  





Tess’s siblings become almost a parody of the Romantic child myth.  They expose the power of the myth to erase individual identity, but are also crude approximations of the child figure in the Condition of England novels.  The corruption of their parents and the decay of their way of life are highlighted by their existence.  They become unwitting agents of Tess’s destruction.  In his depiction of them Hardy moves away from embracing the myth of the Romantic child and looks instead at the child myth’s other face – unruly, threatening unknown.  

The Durbeyfield children are legion, and although Hardy is persistently vague about both their number and their gender, Tess is the eldest, followed by Liza-Lu, then Abraham, then the rest, who after the death of their father are described as “the four smallest, their ages ranging from three-and-a-half to eleven”.​[117]​  Earlier in the novel, following the death of the horse, we learn that two of the girl children are named Hope and Modesty, but the rest remain stubbornly nameless and sexless.  These children are not individuals but rather symbols of elemental force that is the external representation or inversion of Tess’s own turbulent emotional life.  Tess is uniquely susceptible to the emotional force that they in turn are uniquely equipped to apply to her.

The volume and namelessness of these children indicate both their insignificance and expendability – as working-class children – on a wider social scale.  Such a depiction of these children draws on the work of Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) in the late eighteenth century, whose ideas had enjoyed a revival in the mid nineteenth.  The Malthusian principle of population, or what Malthus identified as “the natural tendency of the labouring classes of society to increase beyond the demand for their labour, or the means of their adequate support”​[118]​ is mirrored in the volume – and constantly reiterated misery – of the Durbeyfield family.   Malthus’s vast generalisation effectively refuses to accept the existence of an autonomous individual within the lower echelons of the class system.  Hardy is indicating the ultimate powerlessness of these working-class children, who can neither speak for themselves nor find others to speak for them.  Rather a system of negative symbolism is mapped onto them en masse, denying them any individuality.  

In a polemic that powerfully identifies the child as a symbol exploited by politicians – who use “fighting for our children”​[119]​ as ostensible motivation for a vast array of policies – and by society in general to justify a heteronormative culture, Queer theorist Lee Edelman acknowledges the centrality of the figure of the child in symbolising the future.  The redemptive power of the myth of the Romantic child would seem to reflect the idea of a brighter future, but the connection between child and future can be a negative as well as a positive one.  The narratives of progression inherent in non-Darwinian discourses of evolution also reflected the terrifying inevitability of death and decay of the individual, and potentially of the race as a whole.  Gillian Beer, in an analysis of Darwin’s work, charts the huge impact of the idea that “whole species had vanished and even the evidence of their existence had crumbled away…death was extended from the individual organism to the whole species”.​[120]​  Heredity in the nineteenth century was very much a developing science.  General ignorance of Mendel’s theories left nineteenth-century society with only a vague scientific basis for competing theories of heredity.  Speculation as to what was inherited, and how, abounded.  Darwinian evolutionary theory, which rejected a meta-narrative of progress in favour of chance and natural selection, fed a cultural anxiety that the race might be not progressing but degenerating.

Hardy makes his own characteristic contribution to debates on heredity, for example in the short story “An Imaginative Woman”, in which a woman develops an obsession with a poet who had occupied rooms at a seaside resort she later inhabits with her family.  The poet eventually commits suicide without the two ever having met, but when the lady herself dies her husband discovers evidence of her obsession, including a photograph.  Believing his wife to have been unfaithful, he sees such a strong resemblance between the poet and his youngest son that he wrongly assumes the child is not his.​[121]​  Hardy is drawing on the idea – originating with Aristotle – that children most often resemble their father because “the mother transfers to the foetus the features of the man she sees at the moment of conception”,​[122]​ and reflecting the anxieties that ideas about heredity could generate.  As Goldie Morgentaler identifies, “as long as the role of sperm in reproduction remained unclear, Victorian attitudes towards heredity remained a jumble of contradictions and confusions”.​[123]​  This provided a rich context for literature, and breeding ground for myths relating to the child.

To a middle-class readership the poverty and the volume of the Durbeyfield children would have made them a reflection of society’s anxieties about such children and what they represented.  Large families are rare in Hardy’s novels; only the Durbeyfields and the Chickerels (in The Hand of Ethelberta (1876))are blessed – or cursed – with such fecundity.  In both cases Hardy uses the children to increase sympathy for the heroine, playing on the fears of the middle class before relieving them by situating responsibility for such children firmly with the individual.  

The names of the Durbeyfield children echo ironically through the text.  The names, like the children themselves, are markers for dominant textual themes.  According to convention, the eldest boy child, Abraham, should have taken on the responsibility as head of the family, and he does accompany Tess on her fateful trip to market.  As the scene plays out, however, he takes only the most passive role in the proceedings.  He is the last feeble remnant of a decaying bloodline that, before Parson Tringham’s untimely interruption, was sinking peacefully into obscurity and extinction.  He represents the continued degeneration of his line, and also the emasculation of his class and labouring type.  Hardy uses him, and his father, to represent the gradual but inevitable decline of the way of life they are engaged in, crumbling from within.  
	
Even the boy’s name is an ironic joke on Hardy’s part.  The biblical Abraham was the father of a great race and honest, brave, powerful and devout, qualities signally lacking in the majority of the Durbeyfield family.  The biblical Abraham also lived to a great age.  Abraham Durbeyfield, however, seems as much a child at the close of the text as he was at its opening.  While Liza-Lu is depicted as growing from child to woman, Abraham remains firmly a child throughout.  Only his “curiously elongated look” on Tess’s return after a year’s absence indicates that he has aged at all.​[124]​  

The other two children named in the text are sisters, Hope and Modesty, and they are referred to by name on only one occasion during the burial of the horse, Prince.  The sentence in which Hardy refers to them is curiously apposite to the remainder of the novel: “Hope and Modesty discharged their griefs in loud blares which echoed from the walls”.​[125]​  The names of the girls are also the two virtues that play a pivotal role in the text.  The loss of Tess’s modesty (in the sense of her virginity) marks for her the end of hope, while the immodest Durbeyfield family puts all its faith on Tess, accepting that her lost modesty might be the price of their prosperity.  We first discover their names in the aftermath of Prince’s death, when the Durbeyfield family is placed in ever deeper financial distress.  Mrs Durbeyfield’s stark announcement that “if he don’t marry her afore he will after”​[126]​ reveals that all the family’s hopes rest on the sacrifice of Tess’s modesty.  

The two names echo through the text like the children’s “loud blares” – used to great effect when Tess is doubtful about her actions, pushing her always to sacrifice herself for the sake of her family.  Her concerns about going alone to the Stoke-D’Urberville household are overcome by the sight of the children, who “began to cry at Tess’s reluctance, and teased and reproached her for hesitating”.​[127]​  The irony of these innocents driving Tess into a situation in which she loses her innocence is clear.  This childish Greek chorus, however, also comes to represent the grief that Tess herself never verbally expresses.  They echo what she must feel but cannot say, while also emphasising the gap between their unabashed childishness and the adult that Tess feels she must become.  On the death of the horse, for example, “the children cried anew.  All except Tess.  Her face was dry and pale”.​[128]​  While Tess’s grief appears in her face, she very rarely voices her emotions.  Her refusal to write to Angel until the words are torn from her in desperation indicates this.  She is controlled and self-contained, turning her feelings inward and taking both blame and responsibility upon herself.  The children provide a contrast to this.  Their emotions hover near the surface and are expressed with abandon at the slightest provocation.  They represent an unruly, even threatening force.  In the face of such unrestrained emotion Tess is easily overwhelmed.  

The Child and the Future

Hardy frequently associates birth and children with death.  This is not surprising given the high infant mortality rate in the nineteenth century, and the rich context provided by middle-class Victorian death cultures.  The child of Thomasin and Damon Wildeve in The Return of the Native is linked to death before it is even born, and is later present, or nearly so, at the death of both its father and the woman for whom it is named.  Thomasin’s pregnancy is initially hinted at in a remark of Wildeve’s: “in the present state of her health she must not go on walking so much as she has done”.​[129]​  This reference, which could as much refer to an illness or injury as a pregnancy, is all the warning we get that Thomasin may be about to have a child, until Thomasin herself refers to it in conversation with Clym.  

Like her husband, Thomasin alludes to her pregnancy indirectly, describing it as “my illness”​[130]​ that will be over in “a month or more”.​[131]​  Clym’s response is more telling still: “Ah Cousin Tamsie, you will get over your trouble – one little month will take you through it, and bring something to console you; but I shall never get over mine, and no consolation will come!”.​[132]​ He is referring to the death of his mother and his resulting grief.  Both he and Thomasin accept without question that pregnancy is an illness or affliction.  Clym’s remarks connect the pregnancy with the death of his mother, overshadowing the forthcoming birth with reminders of mortality.  Although Clym verbally distinguishes the two events, their juxtaposition reflects a connection.  While Thomasin looks with hope to the future, Clym clings to despair about an event that has passed, and predicts a grim future for himself.  The unborn child allows Hardy to suggest both hope and anxiety; it becomes mythic shorthand for the emotions he wishes to evoke.     

Clym provides a clue to the function of this child when he remarks (on hearing the name of the child for the first time), “what a mockery … this unhappy marriage of mine to be perpetuated in that child’s name”.​[133]​  The child of this complex web of loves is, with peculiarly Hardyan humour, called Eustacia Clementine.  

The older Eustacia is, without doubt, a tragic figure, frustrated in her hopes and from the outset of the novel presented as someone out of place in her surroundings.  Both she, and those who know her, come to recognise that she is trapped and unhappy in her life on the moor.  Her desperate attempts to escape it reach their disastrous culmination in the drowning of herself and her former lover, as well as the near-death of her husband.  Her restless misery and dissatisfaction drive the text, and her own unhappiness is reflected in the unhappiness that, consciously or otherwise, she inflicts upon those around her.  Following her abrupt departure from the text the other characters recover by forgetting rather than eulogising her.  Naming the child Eustacia renders it the heir to a turbulent history.  Furthermore, the child’s middle name is Clementine, the female form of Clement (Clym’s given name).  The child’s name recreates a union that had so many tragic consequences.  

By the close of the novel three of the actors in the drama are dead, but the others are making new lives for themselves.  The baby should be the embodiment of all that is new and the rejection of all that has passed.  This neat and happy ending, however, is destabilised by Hardy.  She is the daughter of Wildeve, and as such, represents the impossibility of forgetting or rejecting the past.  According to contemporary ideas of heredity, “the man…was assumed to play the primary role in heredity”.​[134]​  This idea, coupled with the implications of her name, reinforces a connection between past and present and reflects a collision between two myths: the child as a figure of hope and as a symbol of degeneration.  The child represents hope marred by a fearful heredity.  Hardy leaves the reader at the close of the text not with a firm resolution of all that has occurred, but rather – through the figure of the child – with complications, contradictions and uncertainties.   

The conventional family unit represented by Wildeve, Thomasin and child, with the child as a unit of social and economic reproduction, was such a failure as to be almost a mockery of the idea.  If a pairing between Diggory and Thomasin is less conventional, the two are embodiments of calm circumspection standing in stark contrast to the volatile pairing of Eustacia and Wildeve.  In choosing to close the text with this pairing, and in giving Thomasin a baby girl, Hardy minimises the influence of the child’s real father and indicates that the young Eustacia will be very much her mother’s daughter.  The symbolic function of the child is reinforced through his utilization of conventional gender ideologies.  Thomasin embodies the conventional female: passive, calm, accepting and happiest in her small domestic sphere.  Eustacia challenges this conception of the female, agitating throughout the text against the confines of the private and the domestic.  Thomasin, it would seem, is rewarded for her adherence to the stereotype, while Eustacia is punished for her deviations from it.  Wildeve, however, is punished for acting like a man, while Diggory, embodying in many ways the feminine, is rewarded by a place at the head of a home and family.  Through the child Hardy challenges traditional ideas about gender and family. 

Finally, the conflicting impressions abounding in the text remind the reader that the future is unknowable, and also warn of the dangers of placing too much meaning on one child.  A child so overloaded with symbolic meanings can become merely unreadable.  This is a small indication of the ethical problems Hardy later highlights as inherent in his systematic exploitation of the symbolic significances of the child figure.  
  
Eustacia Clementine is employed in one other role in the text.  She becomes a vehicle for Hardy’s bleak and barbed humour.  The choice of name is, as Clym says, “a mockery”.​[135]​  Hardy is playing with the child’s many symbolic significances: Romantic ideal, threatening unknown, receptacle of hereditary virtues or vices, representation of a hopeful or uncertain future.  Diggory’s confusion about the child’s gender on meeting it for the first time is another example of this.  Themes that run through the text – gender roles, patriarchal power, inheritance, individuality – are drawn together in the small figure of the child.  

Owning and Selling Children

Hardy uses the young child of Susan and Michael Henchard in The Mayor of Casterbridge to embody a series of meanings relating to the evolutionary and economic value of the child.  He examines the implications of possessing and selling a child for the identity of the parents and employs Elizabeth Jane to investigate the importance of blood ties for nineteenth-century society.  The symbolic potential of the child figure is fully realised.  Henchard’s belated regret at the loss of his daughter following the sale of his wife offers the key to her symbolic meanings.  If in selling his wife he is exercising his male authority, in selling his daughter he is renouncing his paternity with all its attendant implications.  The male power implied by the wife sale is exposed as a fallacy when the symbolic implications of the loss of the child become clear.  Henchard’s desire to regain and retain possession of his child creates the tensions that drive the rest of the novel.

The child functions on a series of symbolic levels yet does not exist as a character with any individuality.  In fact, we later find that she is hardly a character at all; her first, fleeting appearance is also her last.  Following the scene in which the toddler Elizabeth Jane and her mother are sold she disappears from the text for some eighteen years, ostensibly returning as a grown woman.  We later discover that Henchard’s child dies, and that the first Elizabeth Jane’s early death causes her mother to name the second daughter she bears after the recently deceased first.  This switch emphasises the functional value of children in the novel.  

Critics have largely ignored the young Elizabeth Jane, though some identify her gender as an important issue.  Marjorie Garson deals with her in one paragraph in which she concludes, after Elaine Showalter, that Henchard would not have sold the child so easily had it been a boy, although she notes the ease with which the girl child can be dropped from the text.​[136]​  Elizabeth Jane is initially used to reinforce traditional gender roles.  The sale of his wife and child involves Henchard casually announcing, “she shall take the girl if she wants to, and go her ways.  I’ll take my tools, and go my ways”.​[137]​  At this point Susan is passive and considered as an object to be bought and sold, her role clearly limited to that of mother.  Henchard is active.  The tools symbolize his role as worker and, more ironically, as provider for the rest of his small family.  The image of the two of them – man carrying tools and woman a babe-in-arms – reflects gender conventions.  Henchard relates the child to the female, domestic sphere, rendering her, therefore, as no concern of his.  The sale is Henchard exercising his absolute patriarchal control over the women in his life.  They would have been considered Henchard’s property, and as such he would have been well within his rights to sell them on.  

Mary Abbott in Family Ties notes that: “wife sales, a quasi-legal device for transferring the ‘ownership’ of a woman from one man to another, usually with her consent, excited much interest among readers and hearers of news-sheets from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, but do not seem to have been common”.​[138]​  Hardy, however, made notes on wife sales from reports in both the Dorset County Chronicle and the Brighton Gazette, and when challenged on the likelihood of such a sale occurring, referred the challenger to newspaper reports of the 1820s.​[139]​  Elaine Showalter reads the scene as one of “female subjugation”, arguing that “Henchard’s drunken declaration that Susan is his ‘goods’ is matched by her simple acceptance of a new owner”.​[140]​  However, several elements in the scene complicate this reading, specifically Susan’s semi-autonomous role in the sale.  By wilfully colluding in Henchard’s literal interpretation of patriarchal exchange, she resists the oppression of her immediate situation.  She stands up to show herself off, simultaneously accepting her role as object and challenging it, first by offering her tacit agreement to the sale, and then by accepting the sailor’s offer and, most significantly, choosing to leave the room with him.  She is the one who actively departs the scene, leaving Henchard (who is surprisingly passive at this stage in the proceedings) to contemplate his actions.  

From these events it becomes clear that even patriarchal authority has been overtaken by financial power.  Henchard, in accepting the money, is selling his role as patriarch.  An act that could be seen as the most brutal assertion of masculine authority actually results in Henchard’s emasculation.  Susan, motivated by a desire to resist her obdurate husband, recognises the power of money.  By assessing her own financial value, she ultimately uses the situation to her advantage.  Through the process of self-commoditization she thus attains some measure of autonomy and freedom.  Under both the laws and conventions of nineteenth-century society she would have been powerless to escape her unhappy marriage.  By recognising that the power of money transcends class and gender, and by negotiating for herself in her role as commodity, she is able to leave the life she is unhappy in for one that is considerably more congenial to her.  The approbation of the narrator for Susan’s actions is echoed in the admiration of the furmity woman.  Even much later, when the furmity woman is instrumental in revealing the facts of the sale, it is Henchard, not Susan, who is censured.

Susan’s insistence that she be allowed to take the child with her, and the sailor’s equanimity on being presented with a child Henchard had seen mainly as a burden, awaken in him a delayed sense of, if not tender feeling, then at least ownership.  He utters the words that echo with ironic resonance through the whole of the novel, “She’d no business to take the maid, ‘tis my maid”.​[141]​  In Henchard’s value system Elizabeth Jane is clearly consigned to the role of possession.  Showalter recognises – while never really exploring the idea – that “paternity is a central subject of the book, far more important than conjugal love”.​[142]​  In selling his child Henchard is in some way selling his control over his own future.  Without his wife and child to anchor him in an individual identity, he remains curiously adrift in the text, defining himself by his social position and later by his power over the happiness of others.  He has sold his personal identity – as father, as husband, as shaper of the next generation, as link in a familial chain – and his future.  By selling his wife he is giving up the chance to father a son to carry on the Henchard name, while in selling the daughter who does bear that name to another man, he forces the child to adopt an alternative surname.  In fact the girl who does return, bearing the name Newson, has no biological claim to any other.  The significance of Newson’s name (New Son) in this context becomes obvious.

Hardy’s decision to remove the child at such an early point in the text is a familiar one.  Only Tess and Jude make the transition from childhood to adulthood under the gaze of the reader; disappearance or early death is the fate of the rest.  In this case Hardy twice removes the child, first through avoiding any real description of her youth, and then by the later admission of the first child’s death and the substitution of the second.  Thus Hardy denies the adult Elizabeth Jane a childhood.  We learn the bare facts only after Susan’s death, too late to gain a more detailed knowledge.  It is only with the arrival of the resurrected Newson that Elizabeth Jane can ascertain and reconcile herself to the truth of her origins.  What does Hardy say about childhood in the complex and reticent narrative of Elizabeth Jane’s true origins?  The text is marked by a series of revelations about her birth, and the truth of her origins is thus paradoxically at once rendered central to the text and represented as less and less important.  Hardy includes a new revelation each time he requires a change in plot direction, and Elizabeth Jane’s tenderly portrayed reactions are incidental.  It is Henchard – locating his identity so deeply in his imagined possession of Elizabeth Jane – who is most affected by the truth of her parentage.  

Hardy uses Elizabeth Jane’s birth to make a point about heredity and blood relationships.  He combines a common Victorian sensation novel plot device – secrecy surrounding the true origins of the young heroine – ​[143]​ with a chance to explore and challenge traditional nineteenth-century conceptions of the importance of blood ties and inheritance.  Hardy draws on contemporary anxieties about the nature of heredity and the function of evolution in determining character, but also challenges the possession/dependency dynamic inherent in blood relationships.  Henchard lost his daughter by selling her.  He then loses her again when it is revealed that they have no blood tie.  He no longer has the right to his possessive affection for her, nor does he feel able to demand it from her.  On discovering that Elizabeth Jane is not his biological child, Henchard rejects her, although she is steadfast in her affection and he gradually comes to love her in her role as surrogate daughter.  The arrival of Newson once again destabilises this fragile relationship, and Henchard’s precarious sense of identity.  Henchard saw the arrival of the younger, better educated Farfrae as a challenge to his own brittle sense of authority, already damaged by the sale of his wife and child at the start of the novel.  The arrival of Elizabeth Jane’s blood parent exacerbates these feelings of inadequacy still further and Henchard again rejects his role as father figure.  Newson’s reappearance in the novel removes the final mainstay of Henchard’s identity and marks the beginning of a trajectory towards its tragic end.

Henchard is unable to ‘share’ Elizabeth Jane with her biological father.  His identity is predicated on the ownership of a child.  While Newson was believed dead Henchard could see himself as surrogate father, but his rejection of Elizabeth Jane following her father’s return reveals that he has based their relationship on a need to possess as much as on ties of mutual affection.  The initial sale of the child demonstrates that this need to possess was at one time of less importance than financial gain to Henchard.  As he becomes increasingly insecure in his own identity, however, a child becomes essential as a reaffirmation of his masculine authority.  His refusal to accept a relationship with Elizabeth Jane that is not based on dependency or ownership leads to him spending his final days alone.  

The severing of the blood tie also frees Elizabeth Jane from inheriting the negative characteristics Henchard exhibits.  She is a truer child of her biological father: generous, loving and accepting.  From the start, Newson has recognised, as Henchard cannot, that Elizabeth Jane is not something to be owned.  His words “the little one too, the more the merrier”​[144]​ include Elizabeth Jane as an individual within the group, as opposed to either burden or possession.  Henchard’s inability to recognise Elizabeth Jane as an autonomous individual ultimately destroys him.  Hardy reveals the dangers of ignoring the child as an individual.  Newson, who does so even when Elizabeth Jane is still a toddler, reflects a positive alternative to Henchard’s outmoded and repressive patriarchy.
 	
The Child as Symbol Entire and the Ethics of Exploitation

The child was the subject of competing and even conflicting child myths relating to the hopes and fears embodied in the figure of the child.  Hardy often uses the child to embody the uncomfortable and even disastrous collision between the old and the new, the past and the future, but it reaches its height in his complex, contradictory and provocative depiction of a young child in Jude the Obscure.  He is the only child of Jude and Arabella and, according to Arabella, was “born eight months after I left you, when I was at Sydney”.​[145]​  On remarrying, Arabella sends the child to Jude as her parents are no longer willing to care for it.  Arriving at Aldbrickham he informs Jude and Sue that he has no name, as he was never christened, “because if I died in damnation, ’twould save the expense of a Christian funeral”.​[146]​  This pathetic statement sets the tone both for the child’s existence and his role in the novel.  He remains until his death on the outside, half brother to his two younger siblings, and unable either to understand or fully participate in the life that seems forced upon him and from which he soon chooses to depart.  Little Father Time is later called Jude or Juey by Sue and his father, but they too fail to have him christened, underlining the irrelevance of individual identity to such an overwhelmingly symbolic figure.  

Hardy embodies a living allegory in the figure of this strange child.  His every word, and most of those concerning him, has a deep resonance with the themes and issues of the text.  Nothing is either incidental or idiosyncratic, unless consciously so, in order to further expand and exploit the allegory.  On his journey to meet his father, Little Father Time is described as so fundamentally different to any living creature, either human or animal (the kitten in the train neither interests him nor shares any traits with him), that it is difficult to see the humanity in him.  The child signifies instead Hardy’s bleakest vision of the future as a time when all humanity is apparently lost.  The description of him on the train, in which initial sympathy for the child alone in a strange place is challenged by the singularity of the boy, is a good example of this.  Hardy attributes to him unlikely sentiments for a child.  While others on the train laugh at the antics of the kitten, he “seemed mutely to say ‘All laughing comes from misapprehension.  Rightly looked at there is no laughable thing under the sun’”.​[147]​  Little Father Time appears isolated from and utterly dissimilar not just to other children, but to other human beings. 
Hardy reinforces this idea by referring to the child, in the next paragraph, with the words, “He was Age masquerading as Juvenility, and doing it so badly that his real self showed through crevices”.​[148]​  This description encapsulates the role that he is to play in the text.  He is a metaphor masquerading as a child, and the metaphor creeps repeatedly through the vast chinks in his child-mask.  Little Father Time has so completely become a repository for numerous symbolic significances that there is no room for the child’s own identity.  In close proximity to the people around him, he is unfailingly depicted as apart from them.  He is sent from Australia by his grandparents, who no longer wish to have the financial responsibility that he represents; as Sue realizes, “the poor child seems to be wanted by nobody”.​[149]​  There are times at which he displays a small measure of emotion, but these moments seem rooted in his acute awareness of his own status as somehow separate, the child-mask making a feeble effort to assert its own identity.  When meeting Sue for the first time he breaks down after asking if he can call her mother: “Then a yearning look came over the child and he began to cry”.​[150]​  Sue accepts him on this show of emotion, but her initial doubts and his own sense of separateness mean he can never be as much a part of the family unit as the younger children.  

Little Father Time has a complex role in the text in which he is so deeply embedded.  As the child of Arabella and Jude he is heir to Jude’s emotional instability and a reminder of the curious inversion of gender roles that his parents perform.  Arabella’s abandonment of her child (normally the preserve of the male parent) emphasises the strangely masculine qualities she possesses.  Jude, in accepting the child without comment or demur, appears passive and, in taking over the role of carer to their child, even feminized.  This rejection of and discomfort with social, moral and even gender conventions in the parents appear in the child as an acute awareness of his lack of identity.

The child’s lack of humanity is further emphasised by doubts over his paternity and the circumstances of his birth.  Arabella insists he is Jude’s child, and Sue, on seeing the child, accepts this: “What Arabella says is true – true!  I see you in him”.​[151]​  When he first appears in the text, however, Hardy calls him only Arabella’s child, and perhaps in avoiding a christening Arabella has also avoided providing him with a surname.  Some critics have even suggested that the child is syphilitic, having caught the disease from his mother who infected him during her pregnancy, citing as evidence his wizened appearance. ​[152]​  There is no textual proof that this was the case.  If the child was the victim of some sexually transmitted infection, however, it only lends an extra piquancy to the concept of the child as an embodiment of the ills of society.​[153]​

Little Father Time is in any case as much a child of the times as he is of his biological parents.  His small frame carries a great burden of meaning.  In contrast to Jude and Sue’s views of the times as new and changing, in Father Time we are reminded of the ages that have passed. He personifies not a hunger for the new but a warning of the dangers of it.  As a child he represents the next generation; Hardy’s envisioning of a truly desolate future.  This is Hardy at his most unremittingly bleak.  There is no glimmer of hope, no alternative.​[154]​  In his own person the child contains a terrible message.  He is a parody of what a child should be.  This leads us, inevitably, to one of the most shocking and brutal events in nineteenth-century literature, as Little Father Time hangs his younger half-siblings before killing himself.  As Sally Shuttleworth writes, “the scene works as a direct assault on the reader”.​[155]​ 

Ever since Jude the Obscure was published, the death of the children has been much debated by critics.  The Pall Mall Gazette dismissed the scene as farcical, parrying the unpalatable with sarcastic humour.  In its review of the novel it mentions off-handedly that “in due course an unblessed family appears; and soon early and later infants are attracting momentary attention by hanging each other with box-cord on little pegs all around the room”.​[156]​  The reviewer chooses to stress the unblessed state of the children – most are illegitimate and none of them had been baptised – which presumably made their fate more terrible, but also easier (for this reviewer, following the conventions of middle-class society) to dismiss.  The scene was also to attract attention that was very far from momentary, but the comment reveals a contemporary need to render the scene less powerful, less affecting, in any way possible.  This tendency was not limited to Hardy’s contemporaries.  Shuttleworth, in her attempt to re-read the event as central to the novel, nonetheless believes “that the scene does create readerly embarrassment”​[157]​ and cites A. Alvarez’s suggestion that the suicide note “is dangerously close to being laughable”,​[158]​ while Ian Gregor chooses “not to argue for the success of the scene”.​[159]​  Marjorie Garson summarily dismisses this crucial moment in the text with the words, “In any event, the result of Jude’s fecklessness is the death of the children, and Sue’s return to Phillotson”.​[160]​  Gregor, despite the flaws he sees in the scene, at least recognises its central importance to the novel.  It is the turning point of the whole text.  The children, who are the physical symbols of the different future that Jude and Sue hope to create for themselves, are ruthlessly eradicated.  

The death of the children and the birth of Sue’s stillborn child are brutal reflections of what Hardy feared for society as a whole.  The success of this scene, in this way, should be viewed on a far wider basis than whether it fits seamlessly into the novel.  To dismiss it is to dismiss something that the author obviously felt so strongly about that he was willing to risk the integrity of the plot, the realism that he cherished, and the characters he had painstakingly created.  Hardy wrote to Edmund Gosse that “Sue is a type of woman which has always had an attraction for me, but the difficulty of drawing the type has kept me from attempting it till now”.​[161]​  He presumably felt himself to be at the height of his creative abilities when writing this novel.  

The whole text has, in a sense, been building up to this moment in which the battle between the pure and the coarse, the spirit and the flesh, what is and what might be – in short the struggle between opposing forces that pull so remorselessly on both characters and text – comes to a climax.  The violent language of the scene reflects Hardy’s relentless drive to show the importance of this struggle.  It is an illustration of Jude’s struggle with his class and his masculinity, Sue’s struggle with her own physical self, and humanity’s struggle to escape the degradation and degeneration that Hardy in this instant feels is overwhelming it.  It is even the text’s struggle with itself, the author’s need to express so many different, even opposing, ideas that they will inevitably collide.  From this moment in the text the principal characters abandon their hopes, dreams and desires in favour of a crushing, soul- and even life-destroying mode of existence, embracing the very conventions, and the conventional sides of themselves, that they fought so hard to overcome.  

The deaths of the children, nameless, genderless and illegitimate, draw together the themes and issues discussed in this chapter.  The connection between birth and death, the mythical function of the dead child, the relationship between illegitimacy (in life and in fiction), the supposedly redemptive power of the child myth, the multiple mythologies generated by the figure of the child and systematically exploited by Hardy, all come together in this scene.  

Little Father Time and his siblings have been overwhelmed by their many symbolic significances.  In the deaths of these fictional children Hardy is drawing on multiple child myths, but he is also brutally exposing the death of the individual that is the necessary precursor of the mythologisation of the child.  The language he uses reflects the horror of such a violation. The children are a “triplet of little corpses”, ​[162]​ their death renders Jude and Sue’s “perfect union … stained in blood”​[163]​ and Sue gives birth to a child that “like the others, was a corpse”.​[164]​  Even the individuality of the adults cannot survive the sustained mythologisation of the child in their midst.  Both retreat into convention.







2. Mythologising the Child in Jude the Obscure

Hardy’s penultimate novel uses the myths of the Romantic child to expose the powerlessness of the working-class man in nineteenth-century society and represent the damage wrought on the individual by the systematic emasculation such a man was subject to.  Hardy invokes the Bildungsroman convention at the opening of the text.  He uses this template to expose the impossibility of progress for the working-class man.  The Bildungsroman is a narrative of development from childhood to maturity, and Hardy also uses it to reveal a very specific definition of the child.  This does not adhere directly to the myth of the Romantic child, but draws on it.  It is founded on opposition to the adult.  The child is therefore the wholly uneducated young person we encounter at the opening to a Bildungsroman.  The progression of the narrative demands that this child is the opposite of the mature adult who closes the text.  He is therefore naïve, uneducated, and unaware of the consequences of his actions.  This child is powerless, but also free of responsibility.  Hardy uses this definition in Jude the Obscure to provide the reader with a very specific idea of what he means by ‘child’ and ‘childhood’ in relation to his protagonist.  

Hardy shows Jude mythologising elements of a childhood his class never permits him to experience, and using that myth to protect his sense of self in the face of the adult reality of financial pressure and sexual desire.  Jude is unable to reconcile the myth and the reality, or to locate his identity fully in relation to either.

Hardy, the Bildungsroman and Jude the Obscure

Jude the Obscure is, on one level, a novel about education, and many critics have identified it as a Bildungsroman.  Jerome Hamilton Buckley, in his study of the form, devotes a whole chapter to the novel.  A cursory reading of the tale apparently justifies this inclusion.  The story is that of a young boy’s journey from youth to manhood, with all its attendant trials and tribulations.  Buckley’s use of Hardy’s work to support his argument, however, actually reveals the flaws in it.  On Jude’s journey he travels far from this literary template.  If the fate of his son mirrors events in Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther (1744) – both commit suicide from an altruistic desire to benefit those they love – Jude’s own story varies wildly from Goethe’s pattern.  

Several points of Buckley’s argument highlight the divergence of Jude the Obscure from the Bildungsroman form.  His initial definition of the Bildungsroman places a lot of importance on the role of education, both formal and otherwise, in this type of novel.  He sees in Jude a fine example of the power of “education and the rougher schooling of experience”.​[165]​  In fact, Jude receives very little in the way of formal education.  He attends Phillotson’s school, but not even as a day scholar, and with the school teacher’s departure at the opening of the novel Jude apparently ceases even this attendance.  He painstakingly educates himself, but this education is worse than futile – the proficiency he acquires in the classics merely provides an ironic parallel to the more important lessons he does not or cannot learn.  The “rougher schooling of experience” seems to teach Jude even less.  He does not learn from his mistakes and any self-awareness he achieves is, fatally, far too late.   

Buckley highlights Hardy’s own interest in and awareness of the more popular Bildungsroman novels of the period.​[166]​  Hardy used – or misused – the form intentionally. The critic himself struggles to read Jude the Obscure as a straightforward Bildungsroman for the eponymous protagonist.  Finally, he considers the novel as a possible male-female double Bildungsroman.  He eventually rejects this idea, citing Sue’s comparatively late appearance in the novel and a dearth of information about her childhood.  Buckley does, however, mention Hardy’s early ideas about the novel’s title: “The Simpletons”, “Hearts Insurgent” and “The Recaltricants”.  All seem to present Jude and Sue as equally significant in the text.  This leaves the novel uncomfortably perched somewhere between single and double Bildungsroman, or, in fact, no Bildungsroman at all.  But Hardy’s partial employment of this style provides the key to understanding both the character of Jude and the role of the child in the novel.

Jude the Obscure does initially conform to the Bildungsroman template.  Young Jude is the central voice in the novel.  As a child he feels out of place in his surroundings and is prey to ambitions far beyond the life he has been born into.  But while a Bildungsroman would see Jude pursuing his dreams – albeit temporarily thwarted by love and circumstances – until he reaches mature, self-aware prosperity and contentment, this is not the route the novel follows.  For critic Richard Salmon, in a Bildungsroman, “the overarching trajectory of [the protagonist’s] development moves from the sphere of the ‘Ideal’ to the ‘Practical’, from poetic self-absorption to active engagement in public affairs”.​[167]​  While Jude begins this journey, he does not complete it.  

Hardy does start his young hero on a specific path, and Jude’s early life bears many points of similarity with that of Pip in Great Expectations (1861) – a classic example of the genre.  Both are raised by relatives after the death of their parents, in rural working-class environments.  Both encounter figures of authority that inspire in them dreams of a different life.  Both experience intense feelings of inadequacy and alienation in their ‘natural’ environment and in the one they aspire to.  Pip, however, matures.  Under the influence of friends and employers he develops into a self-aware individual, eventually coming to see the truth about those around him, as demonstrated in his relationships with Joe and Estella.  His dreams, his “poetic self-absorption”,​[168]​ are a stage on his journey.  They provide the initial stimulus for development (both of plot and character) but crucially are modified as the novel progresses.  Pip leaves his childhood behind, Jude does not.  Young Jude’s childhood dreams are mapped unadulterated onto his ‘adult’ life.  

Hardy’s use of the Bildungsroman form in the early stages of the novel – and his later departure from it – reflect that Jude remains a child in some ways for much of the novel.  The Bildungsroman is a narrative of development, of progress, of lessons learnt.  The mature contented man at the close of the novel defines himself – and is defined – against the immature, discontented child of the beginning.  By invoking this narrative form Hardy is casting Jude in a very specific character role.  The conventions of the Bildungsroman see the child who opens the text as immature, uneducated, and unformed.  Jude is this child, effectively stranded in this state by a novel whose eventual trajectory is not one of progress and satisfaction but rather of disappointment and frustration.  

The novel in fact continues to flirt with the form for its duration, parodying it as a reminder of Jude’s lack of development.  After his misguided liaison with Arabella, Jude should find happiness in his second relationship with Sue.  Instead its consummation destroys them both.  The closing of the novel, in which Jude dies alone, a broken man, contrasts poignantly with the closing pages of Great Expectations in which Pip returns with love and contentment on a visit to Joe and Biddy. He finds a little Pip representing hope for the future, and is also finally reconciled with Estella, the dynamics of their relationship so changed that all the power now lies with him.  

Much of Hardy’s use of the mythologies surrounding the child has been about power and identity.  The child is consistently denied its own individual identity in favour of those mapped onto it by others in more powerful positions.  Jude the Obscure is a novel about powerlessness, the powerlessness of the individual to overcome the discourses of class and gender to which he or she is subject.  By rejecting the myth of individual progress, Hardy is revealing the other mythological discourses to which both Jude and Sue, despite their passionate commitment to their individual dreams, eventually succumb.

Carolyn Steedman’s theories relating to interiority – which she terms “the child inside” – form a further context for this and following chapters.  Steedman charts the development of Freud’s ideas about the unconscious and uses it as a framework for her own ideas of history and childhood.  She traces his development and rejection of specific ideas as a way into her own argument.  Freud’s use of cell theory in Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895) marks for Steedman a connection between “littleness and interiority”.  His public abandonment of his seduction theory and his move from a physiological to a psychical explanation for his findings reflects a rejection of his belief that “the events of the past can be retrieved, the past itself can be reconstructed as it really was”,​[169]​ or even that such a reconstruction was desirable.  Steedman uses this to signal a move away from linear time which is reinforced by her understanding of cell theory in which, unlike discourses of evolution, “nothing goes away”.  This implied rejection of linear time feeds into Steedman’s reading of the resolution of the Oedipal crisis.  The child develops an individual identity as a result, and “a place in social, family and sexual organisation; but the child can only do this by splitting off its guilty desires, and repressing them”.​[170]​  Steedman therefore argues that childhood as “a cluster of desires, happenings, experiences, assaults and traumas, is relocated, put into another place…under the sway of a radically different form of time”.​[171]​  Steedman’s dismissal of childhood as a period fixed in linear time allows a reading of childhood within the context of this study that looks beyond the physical youth of Hardy’s characters.  This reading of childhood marks it as a space that can be achieved – or returned to – at any time.  The child inside becomes an ineradicable part of adult existence.  

The Myth and the Reality for the Working-Class Child

At certain points in Jude’s life Hardy uses the conflicting myths of the Romantic and the Malthusian child as a way of highlighting his powerlessness.  This begins with Jude’s great-aunt’s opening description of her nephew: “poor useless boy!  But I’ve got him here to stay with me until I can see what’s to be done with un, though I am obliged to let him earn any penny he can.  Just now he’s a-scaring birds for Farmer Troutham.  It keeps un out of mischty”.​[172]​  His great-aunt’s reading of Jude draws on the aspect of the child myth that sees him as an unruly, threatening unknown that needs to be controlled.  His class status, Hardy makes clear, only serves to make Jude even less powerful.  He is a working-class orphan: uniquely mythologized, uniquely unfree.

Although the initial description of Jude places him as the unruly, threateningly unknown face of childhood, it immediately becomes clear that this character has been ascribed to him with little regard for his actual identity.  He is not mischievous in the conventional sense and he loses his job when in a moment of empathy with the hungry birds he refuses to scare them away from the farmer’s crops.  Sensitivity, not mischief, seems to be his principal motivation.  Those around him, rather than viewing him as an individual, ascribe to the dominant ideological construction of the working-class child.

Jude’s childhood is barely touched upon by Hardy.  We learn very little about his life before he arrived at Marygreen, only the vaguest reference to the area in which he used to live, and that both his parents are dead.  While he is willing to carry water and perform chores for his great-aunt, and work at scaring birds for the local farmer, his relative incompetence when attempting these tasks indicates that he has not long been performing them.  Although Hardy makes it clear that Jude is a child, “a little boy of eleven”,​[173]​ “a whimsical boy”,​[174]​ and Drusilla Fawley – Jude’s great-aunt – refers to him as “Jude, my child”,​[175]​ there is in fact very little about his life that indicates the Victorian middle-class idea of childhood.  From the time of Jude’s arrival at Marygreen he has been expected to live not as a child but as an adult.  Not only has he been expected to work for his keep, he is consistently represented as part (albeit an uneasy part) of a community of adults.  This idea is brought into visual focus through the image of Jude and the schoolmaster.  The fondness of their parting and their physical proximity contrasts with “the regular scholars [those who attended the day school]”, who “stood at the present moment far off”.​[176]​  We see Jude in company with adults, but always at a distance from his putative peers.  

Ultimately, those around Jude realise that as a working-class child he cannot really have a childhood.  Financial pressures mean that childhood becomes a luxury he can not afford.  As a working-class child, he must be treated as an adult in order to survive.  He has both adult responsibilities and adult sexual desires mapped on to him by those around him, although crucially not by Hardy himself.  This is highlighted by the scene in which Drusilla says to the eleven-year-old, “don’t you ever marry”.​[177]​  His unwillingness to be an adult is heightened by a class position that will not allow him to be anything else.  Jude the child died with his parents, leaving only the premature, uncomfortable adult.  

Jude’s discomfort with and rebellion against his role as adult wage earner is evident, but his awkwardness in the role of child is equally apparent.  He is not playing out the function of a paradigmatic ur-child.  He is a thinking, feeling individual who is powerless to assert his individual identity.  From the outset of the novel we see Jude’s agitation against the ideologies forced upon him by his age, class and gender.  If he is not comfortable with the role assigned to him as a child, he is even less comfortable with the constrictions inherent in the life of a working-class man:

Growing up brought responsibilities, he found … As you got older, and felt yourself to be at the centre of your time, and not at a point in its circumference, as you had felt when you were little, you were seized with a sort of shuddering, he perceived.  All around you there seemed to be something glaring, garish, rattling, and the noises and glares hit upon the little cell called your life, and shook it, and warped it.  
If only he could prevent himself growing up!  He did not want to be a 
man.​[178]​

Jude at this point in the novel associates adulthood with the mundane and often painful externals of everyday life – the need to conform to the social and economic demands placed upon individuals of his class and era – and childhood as a freedom from those constraints and the ability to indulge in and live out dreams and desires beyond or outside these rigid codes.  As a result Jude himself participates in the mythologisation of childhood, idealising it as a freeing space he never fully experiences. The division between the two, adult and child, thus becomes a governing influence on Jude.  

Jude’s story begins with the departure of his village schoolmaster.  The schoolmaster had been an important figure in Jude’s life and the ray of light that brightens an otherwise dull existence.  It is the point in the child’s life when his dreams crystallise; he begins to construct his own mythology, one far more congenial to him than reality.  The childhood dreams inspired by schoolmaster Phillotson’s words eventually embody the qualities of the child that Jude mythologises.  The older man tells the child, in a confidential manner that makes the knowledge seem all the more precious, that a “university degree” is “the necessary hall-mark of a man who wants to do anything in teaching”.​[179]​  As the novel develops the possibility of a university education fades, but the desire for one influences Jude’s actions and emotions for the whole course of his life.  Some pages later we are informed by Jude’s great-aunt that Jude has a passion for books, that in this respect he is like his cousin Sue, and that marriage is not for the Fawleys.​[180]​  These various ideas combine to be the forces that drive Jude for the rest of the novel.

Jude’s awareness of this sudden dislocation from his own childhood is evident in his thoughts following his dismissal from his job.  It is at this point that he gives voice to his desire to prevent himself growing up.  The divergence between the real and the ideal in the novel gradually coalesces, and, if one can see the real as representing adulthood to Jude, while childhood is the realm of the ideal, then he does, for at least some part of the novel, succeed in preventing himself from growing up.  In his adherence to his ideals – despite the tension with and detriment to the real – Jude maintains an aspect of his childhood in the face of encroaching adulthood.  

Rejecting the Narrative of Progression

Hardy described Jude the Obscure as “all contrasts”,​[181]​ and went on to locate those contrasts, not just in the tensions between characters, but also within each individual.  He mentions, “Jude the saint, Jude the sinner; Sue the pagan, Sue the saint”,​[182]​ and also refers to the contrasting situations in the book.  The idea of contrasts, and the tensions between them, is crucial to my reading of Jude.  The central opposition in the novel is between Jude the child and Jude the adult, between what Salmon identified as the Ideal and the Practical.  This draws on the Bildungsroman form, but in this text the opposition does not exist in a narrative of progression.  Jude does not develop or grow from one state to the next.  Instead he internalises the division and is unable to reconcile himself to his identity either as adult or as child.  Hardy uses this opposition to highlight Jude’s powerlessness in a wider sense.  In short, he presents what he initially envisioned as “a short story of a young man – ‘who could not go to Oxford’ – his struggles and ultimate failure.  Suicide”.​[183]​  

Ian Gregor, in his piece ‘A Series of Seemings’, notes the determined contrast between real/practical and ideal from almost the outset of the novel, writing that, “what is so striking about the Marygreen section of the novel is the way in which everything is pushed to extremes – the ugliness of the immediate scene contrasted with the city of light glimpsed through the surrounding mists”.​[184]​  Although for Gregor the gulf between the two narrows during the course of the novel, the idea of the immediate and mundane as at odds with the abstract and imagined is a recurring theme within the text, employed to poignant effect throughout Jude’s life.  This reflects Sully’s view of the child as a victim of conflicting impulses – to obey its own selfish desires and to imitate the behaviour it observes in others.  Steedman’s theories also have relevance here.  Jude has become her “split subject…splitting off its guilty desires”.​[185]​  I would like to take this distinction between the real and the ideal further, and assert that, for Jude at least, the real is strongly associated with the physical body, while the ideal relates to the internal, mental life.  To phrase it somewhat dramatically, Jude becomes an adult body housing a child’s mind.

Hardy’s novel of contrasts is, for Ian Gregor, a “series of seemings”, a phrase borrowed from Hardy.  Gregor offers a view of the text consonant with my own, suggesting that, “the plot is less a narrative line made up of interlocking events than a series of significant but isolated moments”.​[186]​  These moments are significant in themselves but also form an illustration of Jude’s attempted journey into emotional adulthood.  They show, however, not the progression expected of a Bildungsroman but rather a narrative of frustration and arrested development.  

The key moments in the text that Gregor recognises are those in which the real and the ideal clash for Jude, that is to say, moments of conflict between the child and the adult.  From the moment Jude conceives his profound, impassioned desire to remain a child, the reader is made powerfully aware both of the strength of this desire and its futility.  Despite his best attempts, Jude must grow up, he must become a man.  The biological inevitability, coupled with the force of societal expectation, is reinforced by financial necessity.  The novel reveals the inevitability of such a journey, and the inevitable failure of any resistance to it.  As the novel unfolds, however, it persistently, irresistibly recalls his desire not to grow up. 

Jude’s naïvety is often commented on by critics, without any real consideration of what it might imply.  When Jude fixes his mind on Christminster as the object of his hopes and aspirations, the narrator comments that “[Jude] suddenly grew older”. ​[187]​  Such a remark seems to indicate that Jude’s desires make him more of a man than a boy.  The thoughts that run through Jude’s mind immediately after this comment challenge the narrator’s perspective, for Jude’s mind now shapes Christminster as “a spot in which, without fear of farmers, or hindrance, or ridicule, he could watch and wait, and set himself some mighty task”.​[188]​  The unfocused yearnings of young Jude, given direction by a chance remark from Phillotson, become, without alteration, the dreams of Jude the man.  The naïvety which is so often remarked upon is therefore the result of the child’s aspirations and the child’s methods of achieving them transplanted whole and unchecked into the mind of one who is in physical appearance at least a man.  Nor, when we consider the opening of the novel, is this surprising.  Jude’s journey into adulthood is too abrupt to merit such a description.  The child is suddenly transplanted into the adult world, and expected to remain there.  

Jude and Arabella 

The struggle between the real and the ideal – in other words the child and the adult within Jude – is constant, but it is most apparent at a few key points in the text.  The first of these is Jude’s initial encounter with Arabella, the woman he is subsequently to marry.  Jude is walking along, his physical self somewhat weighted down by the stonemason’s tools he has acquired in order to earn the money to take him to Christminster.  His mind, however, is soaring.  Unburdened by any but the most basic ideas of what might hold him back, he dreams of arriving at Christminster and becoming, in due course, a bishop with an income of £5,000 a year.  He does rein in his ambition, but only to the extent of reflecting that, “on second thoughts, a bishop was absurd.  He would draw the line at an archdeacon.  Perhaps a man could be as good and as learned and as useful in the capacity of archdeacon as in that of bishop.  Yet he thought of the bishop again”.​[189]​  

Jude’s first meeting with Arabella comes just as he is experiencing an intense desire for Christminster and all that it represents.  Gazing at the floor, he is in the process of muttering to himself, “Christminster shall be my Alma Mater; and I’ll be her beloved son, in whom she shall be well pleased”,​[190]​ when a pig’s severed genitals strike him in the ear and distract him.  Hardy here forces the utmost contrast between what Jude has previously been pondering and what now jolts him out of his thoughts.  At this stage Jude still wishes to be ordained, and adapts a Biblical quotation to describe his projected relationship with the city, casting Christminster as God and himself as Christ.  He is dwelling on the religious, the spiritual, before literally being struck by a penis, the symbol of what is to become one of the greatest obstacles in achieving his dream: sexual desire.  The use of severed pig’s genitals in this way becomes a metaphor for Jude’s position and his problem.  

The genitals represent the physical reality that Jude in his dream takes no account of.  He is brought back to earth by something that “the country-men used”.​[191]​  They represent the reality of his class position and provide a sharp contrast with his visions of the university town.  Jude’s dream in this way is cast as somehow unnatural, the presence of the lump of flesh drawing him from the spiritual plane back to the physical.  The choice of body part – the “characteristic part of a barrow-pig”​[192]​ – is important too.  It is specifically the genitals that are thrown at Jude.  Hardy purposely enlarges on his initial description of “a piece of flesh” also informing the reader that it was used “for greasing their boots, having no other purpose”.​[193]​  While this comment ostensibly refers to their having no purpose as food, it is symbolic of the inappropriateness of sexual desire in the mythology Jude is constructing.  Jude cannot balance his physical desire for Arabella, and later Sue, with his dream of a university education.  The one must, in Jude’s mind at least, preclude the other.  The symbolic significance of the severed phallus is clear.  If only Jude could cast away his physical desires as easily as Arabella casts away the waste product.  

The use of a male pig’s genitals signals the beginning of Jude’s relationship with Arabella, that “complete and substantial female animal”,​[194]​ who causes Jude to temporarily abandon his childhood dreams in favour of the adult carnal pleasure that she offers and that is all that binds them together.  The physical nature of their relationship is indicated by Arabella’s choice of missile.  On Jude’s part it is based almost entirely on sexual desire, separated from any other emotion or reason.  The emasculation of the pig mirrors Jude’s own sense of emasculation, both by his class position and by his relationships with women.  As Jude and Arabella’s relationship develops she takes the traditionally male role.  The severed phallus represents both Arabella’s way of controlling Jude and his own feelings of inadequacy.

Jude initially strives to be the man that Arabella desires him to be.  He yields to the physical desire for her that is the basis for their relationship, but it is increasingly apparent that this desire makes Jude uncomfortable – it leaves no room for his imagination.  From the outset Jude is aware that any connection with Arabella will demand a resignation of his dreams and studies.  Immediately after meeting her he realises, “the intentions as to reading, working, and learning, which he had so precisely formulated only a few minutes earlier, were suffering a curious collapse into a corner, he knew not how”.​[195]​  As Anny says, Jude is “as simple as a child”.​[196]​  When he experiences physical desire it is involuntary and seems from the narratorial description to be utterly unconnected to him: “in short, as if materially, a compelling arm of extraordinary muscular power seized hold of him – something which had nothing in common with the spirits and influences that had moved him hitherto”.​[197]​  Thus Jude, as unaware as a child might be of the nature of the feelings that compel him to pursue a relationship, concludes that physical desire is based in the real, the mundane, and that it both demands and constitutes a sacrifice of the dreams that he holds so dear.  

In order to pursue his relationship with Arabella, Jude explores alternative mythologies that would permit him to incorporate their sexual relationship into his understanding of himself.  He tries to consider himself as virile seducer, then as chivalrous protector.  But Arabella is much more skilled than Jude in manipulating myths.  The suggestion by her workmate, Anny, that “he’s to be had by any woman who can get him to care for her a bit, if she likes to set herself to catch him the right way”,​[198]​ is promptly taken up by Arabella.  She begins a sexual relationship with Jude and by claiming to be pregnant traps him into marriage.  His disillusionment with Arabella is paralleled by an increasing awareness of the mundane realties that constitute their life together.  His growing discomfort is punctuated by moments such as those when he discovers that first her hair, and then her dimples, are false.​[199]​  Jude’s inability to impregnate Arabella represents his failure to perform the role of virile seducer, while his attempt at chivalry in marrying her is figured as inappropriate in light of later events.  Jude cannot fully perform either role, and he retreats from her in an attempt to regain the myth of the child/ideal that he was constructing prior to their meeting.

The final break, however, comes when Jude is confronted with so much of the realities of rural working-class existence that his ideal, inner self revolts.  Having fattened up a pig in an attempt to supplement their meagre income, he and Arabella find, the butcher not arriving, that they must kill it themselves.  Disgusted by the inhumane nature of the task Jude kills the pig too quickly, making it easier for the animal but rendering the meat of poor quality.  Having finished the task, “Jude felt dissatisfied with himself as a man at what he had done”.​[200]​  The fact that he has done the deed at all, however, offends him “as a lover of justice, not to say a Christian”.​[201]​  He feels keenly the tension between flesh and spirit.  Pulled in different directions by each, he has done justice to neither.  His reactions to the situation are childish, and this seems to inspire a reciprocal childishness in Arabella.  As a result, in a scene that encapsulates the opposing forces that drive Jude, she throws his beloved books on the floor, smearing them with the lard she is making from the pig’s fat.  The tomes that represent his childhood dreams, tainted with a visible reminder of the dirty, unpalatable reality that currently constitutes his daily life, force him to realise how impossible it is that these two opposing forces can ever be reconciled.  





Jude’s next relationship appears to be the antithesis of his previous one.  His first encounter with Sue places her firmly in the realm of the ideal, and we have no sense of the tension that assailed him on his first encounter with Arabella.  Many critics and commentators, not least Hardy himself, have noted what he described as “the slight, pale ‘bachelor’ girl – the intellectualised, emancipated bundle of nerves”​[204]​ who seems to be more spirit than flesh,​[205]​ and from the start Jude sees her in those terms.  Jude’s first glimpse of Sue is, in fact, not in the flesh, but in a photograph.  For this reason there is no hint of that “unvoiced call of woman to man” that attracted Jude to Arabella.  Sue is a photograph, an object onto which, like Christminster before her, Jude can project his hopes and dreams.  The fact that she is his cousin and that technically he is still married, precludes any sexual desire for her.  He is free to incorporate her into his mythology without any consideration for the ‘real’ Sue.  The picture, which he wants to possess, seems to fill a need in and of itself.  The portrait is of her head alone.  There is not even a body to admire, only a “pretty girlish face, in a broad hat with radiating folds under the brim like the rays of a halo”.​[206]​  The quasi-religious fervour Jude displays for Christminster has now been expanded to contain its inhabitant.  Both are constructs of Jude’s imagination and desire, free from the mundanity of real life and any qualities save those that Jude chooses to bestow.  From the first, the reader is aware that for Jude, Sue is an ideal, a myth of his own creation.  Unsurprisingly, she is everything that Arabella is not.​[207]​  

Having finally arrived in Christminster, Jude enters into the mode of existence that is to sustain him in his struggle between the real and the ideal for the greater part of the remaining novel.  His solution to this tension is the simple one of a child: “When he passed objects out of harmony with its [Christminster’s] general expression he allowed his eyes to slip over them as if he did not see them”.​[208]​  This phrase sums up Jude’s character – and his tragedy.  In clinging to his desires and dreams he must ignore the reality of his situation.  Jude is a working-class stonemason in a city that offers a university education exclusively to the wealthy.  He can attempt to ignore that which he does not wish to see, feel, or understand, but that attempt must always fail.  However much he wishes not to see the objects that challenge his conception of Christminster, the telling phrase, “as if he did not see them”, reveals that he already has.

This view of Sue that Jude has created to sustain him is supported by his first encounter with his cousin.  He hesitates to introduce himself to her but having once seen her, “the consciousness of her living presence stimulated him.  But she remained more or less an ideal character, about whose form he began to weave curious and fantastic day-dreams”.​[209]​  Jude conceives their relationship in platonic terms, seeing her as “a kindly star, an elevating power, a companion in Anglican worship, a tender friend”.​[210]​  Nor do Jude’s first moments of proximity with Sue do anything to challenge this dream.  He sees her at work illustrating a large piece of metal with the word “ALLELUJA”.​[211]​  This mode of employment, coupled with her general appearance, allow him to formulate his dream, and a chance meeting with her in the street in which she “no more observed his presence than that of the dust-motes”​[212]​ permits Jude to continue to admire her in safe anonymity.  

It becomes clear, however, that Jude’s capacity to mythologise his future blinds him to the realities of the present.  The myths he has created around Sue, independent of reality, are quickly revealed as such.  This revelation is swiftly followed by a reluctant realisation that his desire for Sue is not as pure as he had hoped.  While he imagines her to be pious and devout, it is shown to the reader – although not to Jude – to be neither.  She purchases and conceals from her landlady two figures representing the Roman gods, Venus and Apollo.  Hardy comments both on Jude and religion by conflating Jude’s idealistic, childish and inappropriate veneration of his cousin with the religious fervour of both Jude and Sue’s landlady Miss Fontover (a name redolent of irreverent absurdity on Hardy’s part).  Jude’s feelings for Sue, and his approach to his faith, are exposed as unrealistic products of his self-delusion.

Once Jude has realised that his interest in Sue “had shown itself to be unmistakeably of a sexual kind”​[213]​ the tension between the flesh and the spirit comes to the fore. Jude’s adult sexual desires are at war with his childlike yearning for a friendship that is pure, even quasi-religious and will shore up his self-constructed mythology.  Jude’s inability to reconcile the two is highlighted.  It causes him to vacillate, fatally, before naïvely choosing to believe that the strength of the spirit will overcome the weakness of the flesh.  Marjorie Garson identifies this when she argues that “women give a man body; women betray the word and the spirit and lock a man into the flesh.  The women in this novel thwart Jude by drawing him down into the body”.​[214]​  Although I would take issue with Garson’s apparent casting of Sue and Arabella as Harpy figures and her attribution of blame for Jude’s downfall exclusively on the women in the novel, her point is valid.  Jude’s adult sexual desire for these women cannot be reconciled, in his mind at least, with the ideal he clings to.  Jude’s earlier sexual encounters with Arabella were marked by his inability to adequately perform any of the roles he cast himself in.  Further, the sexual nature of his relationship was placed in direct opposition to the pursuit of his individual intellectual desires.  Sue’s reluctance to submit to a physical relationship with Jude confirms this polarisation of the sexual and the intellectual.  His relationship with Sue is doomed.  Until Jude (and Sue) can integrate soul and spirit, intellectual and his physical passion, myth and reality, each is destined to be tainted, and thwarted by the other.

Jude’s rejection by the Master of Biblioll College marks the moment when he gives up all practical attempts to make his cherished myth a reality, but he is by no means ready to relinquish the myth itself.  His reverence for knowledge and for Christminster itself is unabated, despite Sue’s occasionally cynical input.  His attempts to educate himself, lacking now even a vague focus, continue sporadically, flavoured with bitterness about his own failure and more generally his place in life.  Jude sees his self-mythologisation, the dream that made him who he was, gradually being eroded by the reality of his class and economic position.  When his son arrives, it is inevitable that Jude should transfer his hopes for a university education onto little Jude.    

Jude’s sexual desire for Sue causes a further polarisation between real and ideal.  Elizabeth Langland locates the division of Jude’s character in a Bakhtinian construction of the subject, suggesting: “Bakhtin offers an important dialogical model of an individual’s engagement with the world, the struggle between the authoritatively persuasive and the internally persuasive world”.​[215]​  This approach corresponds to Sully’s ideas of the child and to Steedman’s notions of interiority.  This model can certainly be applied to my reading of Jude, although it is not authoritatively persuasive influences but rather Jude’s construction of these influences as ideologically defined roles – evident in his impulses to chivalry, or to sexual conquest – that cause the struggle.  In the piece, Langland explores the difficulties that Jude encounters in his attempts to become a man, but reads Hardy’s use of the word as relating explicitly to gender.  She argues that Jude attempts to avoid becoming a man by identifying himself with and simultaneously desiring and idealising Sue, and she sees the space in which Jude can avoid manliness as a feminised or degendered one.  Her argument, for this reason, shares points with mine but reaches very different conclusions.  She identifies that “the sexual possession of Sue marks a crux in the novel and in Jude’s self-construction.  It permits him to define his male nature as one given to sensual indulgence”.​[216]​  This definition is, unsurprisingly, unstable.  Jude cannot reconcile this current position with his previous idolisation of Sue, and the tensions in the text increase.  As Langland notes, “Jude alternates between reflections on Sue as an “ideality” or a “divinity” – totally divorced from the coarse Arabella – and sexual longing for her”.​[217]​  

When Sue and Jude begin to have children of their own, Jude, trapped by the real and further than ever from achieving his dream, clings to his myth in desperation.  Anything relating to education, or to college life, inspires an extreme reaction.  He has little awareness of his responsibilities to Sue or to his children.  When he and his young family arrive back in Christminster he forgets the poor weather, and the fact that he has not yet secured lodgings.  Instead he feverishly follows the procession, eventually pausing outside a window: “‘I wish I could get in!’ he said to her fervidly. ‘Listen – I may catch a few words of the Latin speech by waiting here; the windows are open’”.​[218]​  Willing to stand in the pouring rain in a vain attempt to hear these words, he seems oblivious to his family’s most basic needs, if indeed he is aware of them at all.  When he finally considers his children and the pregnant Sue, it is too late for them to find a place together; Jude is forced to go into an inn.  The tension between the real and the ideal is tangible.  Jude cannot reconcile his myths with the reality facing him.  As a child Jude disliked and resented the financial responsibilities imposed on him by his class position.  This has not changed.  As an adult his responsibilities have multiplied but he is no better equipped to deal with them than he was as a child.  Previously, when he tried to perform roles and felt unhappy in them he was able to escape and resume his process of self-mythologisation.  Now he is trapped in an unpleasant reality.  He and Sue cling desperately but despairingly to their dreams, but the crushing reality of their situation is encroaching all too quickly.  

Ultimately, both Jude and Sue are betrayed by their physical bodies.  Jude’s sexual desire for Sue forces him to abandon the dreams that he so cherished.  He has never been able to reconcile himself to his physical desires, or incorporate them into an understanding of his own identity.  Sue’s pregnancies remove her from that almost bodiless existence in which she was most comfortable, and render her powerless.  Her intellect is less and less in evidence, indeed the comments she makes to little Jude seem unbelievably foolish.  Her physical self is beyond her control, if anything it controls her.  Elisabeth Bronfen powerfully sums up this process when she writes, “the female protagonist’s body is most conspicuously exchanged, inscribed, gazed at, deciphered, imitated, substituted for and ultimately replaced by something else”.​[219]​  Jude’s inability to relinquish a sexual desire for her betrays them both.  Sue is then doubly betrayed by the inevitable consequence of their sexual relationship: her pregnancy and the resulting erasure of her individuality.

The disparity between the real and the ideal for Jude is most brutally expressed in the death of his children.  At the time of little Jude’s arrival Jude immediately decided that “We’ll educate and train him with a view to the University.  What I couldn’t accomplish in my own person perhaps I can carry out through him”.​[220]​  His self-mythologising process was a reaction to the abrupt termination of anything approximating to a childhood.  He can now sustain this process by transferring it to his own child.  He temporarily maintains his precarious balance between the real adult life he is faced with and the idealised myth that he desires.  This balance, however, cannot be preserved indefinitely, and the real finally intrudes irrevocably on Jude’s fantasies.  The death of the Little Father Time symbolises the death of the child in Jude himself.  All attempts to sustain his dream are shattered by the deaths of his children, and Jude is forced to finally abandon anything beyond the real.  The spirit is crushed, and Jude retreats into the flesh.  

By the close of the novel, Jude has returned to live with Arabella.  Although he represents this to himself as his duty as a man, in fact the dynamic of their relationship has not altered fundamentally.  From the outset Arabella took the controlling role in their relationship, and by the close of the novel this is magnified.  Arabella is responsible for Jude’s care, and for supporting him financially.  The tension between flesh and spirit has dissolved.  Oppressed by myths of class and gender, Jude constructed his own alternative personal mythology, an abortive expression of his own individuality.  This myth – the child in Jude – has finally been extinguished, but its absence proves even more destructive than its presence.  Throughout the novel Jude has failed to resolve his conflict between the real and the ideal, the adult and the child.  With the irrecoverable loss of his ideals, his frail physical body cannot survive.  







3. Tess of the D’Urbervilles and the Death of Childhood

When very young, Tess is pushed into assuming adult responsibilities.  But even when she is older, other characters in the novel seem reluctant to view her as an adult.  She continues to recognise her powerlessness even when she has grown to physical maturity.  When Hardy first published Tess of the D’Urbervilles in novel form in 1891, it was subtitled “A Pure Woman”.  Hardy’s choice of the word ‘pure’ was challenged to the extent that he was later moved to comment, in the preface to the fifth edition, that those who struggle to see Tess as a “pure” woman “ignore the meaning of the word in nature”.​[221]​  The word ‘woman’ can, however, be seen as equally contentious.  In the course of the novel, and indeed in the course of her life, Tess never truly attains maturity.  Other characters persist in treating her as a child and Hardy colludes in this reading of her.





Hardy has already shown his awareness of this trope, and his desire to maintain an ironic distance from it, through his 1866 poem “The Ruined Maid”.​[222]​  The subject of the poem is a working-class girl who has traded a life of poverty and drudgery that was physically and mentally degrading for a cheerful loss of virtue, which seems to provide her with physical comfort and mental satisfaction.  Hardy then employed the trope from quite a different perspective in Far from the Madding Crowd.  

The figure of the fallen woman was central to nineteenth-century literature.  Nina Auerbach saw her as “so pervasive an image that it takes on the status of a shared cultural mythology”.​[223]​  The pathetic ghostly woman who haunted the edges of innumerable fictions was never more pitiful that when she bore an illegitimate child.  In this mythology the child is the key to the narrative of alienation and reintegration that the fallen woman participates in.  Her pregnancy underlines her otherness, emphasising her exclusion from society.  The figure of the child is the final representation of her alienation, but often also provides the path to her reintegration.  The role of motherhood can offer partial redemption to the fallen woman.  Authors then used the death of the illegitimate child to remove the dangerous image of a family unit outside the patriarchy and restore social convention by permitting the fallen woman – chastened and forever marginalised – to take up a new role.  The reality of bearing an illegitimate child was often quite different, as explored in a previous chapter, but the mythology of the fallen woman was a powerful one.  

Two very different texts reveal how deeply entrenched the mythology of the fallen woman and her child had become in nineteenth-century fiction: Mrs Henry Wood’s East Lynne (1861) and George Eliot’s Adam Bede (1859).​[224]​  Adam Bede features Hetty Sorrel, a beautiful woman who is loved by the eponymous protagonist, but loves instead Arthur Donnithorne, the local squire’s grandson.  Donnithorne seduces Hetty and when Adam catches them together, the two men fight.  Donnithorne leaves to join the militia, but after his departure Hetty discovers she is pregnant.  She agrees to marry Adam but cannot go through with the wedding.  Instead she goes on a fruitless search for her lover.  Too ashamed to return home, she delivers her child and abandons it in a field, where it dies of exposure.  Her crime is quickly discovered and she is sentenced to death; her sentence is changed to transportation after the last-minute intervention of her erstwhile lover Donnithorne.  

At the opposite end of the fictional scale is East Lynne. Embodying many of the conventions of the sensation novel, the tale features the beautiful Lady Isabel Vane who, as a result of her father’s straitened circumstances, marries the local lawyer Archibald Carlyle.  She bears him several children but is seduced by and elopes with the aristocratic rake Francis Levison.  Levison deserts her and the child she later bears him is killed in a railway accident.  Disfigured and chastened Isabel returns to her former home – incognito – as governess to her own children.  After witnessing the death of her son from tuberculosis she expires from the same disease, believing herself forgiven by God and her husband.

Both tales follow the narrative pattern of alienation and reintegration.  Hetty’s social crime is compounded by her actual one.  Her travels in search of her lover reflect her isolated, ostracised state.  A lone figure in the countryside, she is stripped of her class status and deprived of her family, lovers and friends.  The relationships she does form, such as the brief connection with the woman who helps to deliver her baby, are perforce, transitory and unsatisfactory.  Her profound dislocation from her previous existence is emphasised repeatedly.  The abandonment of her child and its subsequent death provide the key to her eventual reintegration.  By committing an actual crime she is reintegrated into society through the justice system.  Hetty is given a new role that conforms to the social construction of her actions.  As a criminal she can re-enter society at its lowest level.  The alteration of her sentence allows her to perform her penance (safely out of sight and mind) for the rest of her life.  

Isabel Vane’s transgression is – as befits a sensation novel – socially far more heinous.  She is provoked by jealousy to abandon the role of angelic wife and mother in which she has been cast in order to elope with her lover.  Like Hetty she is then forced to exist outside her natural environment, travelling abroad until her child is killed and she can be reincarnated as the governess Madame Vine.  The death of the child again functions as the turning point of the novel.  “A poor little child, quite dead, but not disfigured”​[225]​ is shown to Lady Isabel.  On seeing the nameless, genderless child is dead, Isabel’s “first feeling was a deep thankfulness that it had been so soon taken away from the evil to come”.​[226]​  The child’s birth has physically and geographically alienated her.  Its death and her physical disfigurement are both her punishment and the means of her redemption.  The rest of the novel consists largely of scenes of domestic bliss for Carlyle and his second wife, juxtaposed with the continued suffering – which she accepts as her due – of the disguised Lady Isabel.  Her eventual death allows her final reintegration and summary dispatch from the novel.  Posthumously, she is given the role of angel-mother, going to join her dead son William (there is no mention of the illegitimate child, consigned presumably to some convenient limbo).  After death she is buried in the church of St Jude, patron saint of desperate cases and lost causes, her journey ending with a headstone that bears only her initials.  Although she demands that a corner of her husband’s heart will always be devoted to her, the text ends with admissions and reconciliation between Carlyle and his second wife.  Isabel has been suitably marginalised.

The image of the fallen woman and her child functions in a number of very specific ways.  The woman, after her fall, must be outcast.  If she lives she remains on the fringes of the text as a moral lesson to the reader.  The other characters remain on the whole unaware of her fate.  The alienation is complete, and the reintegration – often only permitted after the death of that problematic figure, the illegitimate child – continues the moral lesson by allowing the woman to remain only if chastened and of lower or no social standing, before she is dispatched into death or obscurity.  The fall of the woman marks the end of her story.  She can have no identity but is always reduced into bare symbolism.

In a previous chapter the redemptive power of the illegitimate child was identified.  This child participated in an alternative mythology – that of the Romantic child – and its all-encompassing innocence was able to offer redemption for the fallen woman and her child.  Crucially, this redemption is accomplished post-mortem.  Hardy also uses the myth of the Romantic child to protect Tess, but as she survives the birth of her child, he uses it in a very different way.

As in “The Ruined Maid”, Hardy refuses to straightforwardly participate in the myth of the fallen woman when writing Tess.  Her fall does indeed mark her.  But rather than alienation, the discovery that she is going to have a child reintegrates her into the society in which she is most comfortable.  Tess’s situation reflects a more realistic depiction of rural illegitimacy.  In some ways she performs in accordance to her own stereotype, but Hardy dwells lovingly on her motivations as a woman rather than consigning her to bare symbolism.  The narrative of alienation and reintegration of the fallen woman is essentially one of progress.  The woman learns from her mistakes and progresses as a character.  Or from a character to a symbol.  

Hardy’s heroine does not follow such a straightforward trajectory.  Her initial alienation from her family is her departure to Trantridge; her pregnancy actually reintegrates her into the rural working-class society she grew up in.  In writing Tess, Hardy is both repudiating the truth of the mythology of the fallen woman, and exploiting it in order to highlight her powerlessness to combat the cultural mythologies against which she struggles.  By refusing to follow the conventions of a ‘fallen woman’ narrative Hardy traps Tess in a cyclical sequence of events in which the drive to alienation and reintegration form the twin impulses in her character.  The narrative becomes one of repetition and arrested development, a pattern that is replicated in the pattern of its heroine.

Hardy and the Infantilisation of Women

Hardy uses the literary conventions of the Bildungsroman and the fallen woman to highlight the lack of progression in his heroine, but he also draws on contemporary scientific discourses in his representation of Tess as a child.   The narrator and the other characters infantilise Tess throughout the novel.  Early critics were quick to identify this.  Pierre D’Exideuil notes in his survey of the novels, “Hardy reveals himself as a true painter of women, above all of girls”.​[227]​  Henry Havelock Ellis, meanwhile, writing about Hardy’s heroines, sees them as “young, healthy creatures, chiefly instinct-led …untamed children of Nature”.​[228]​  These ideas reflect James Sully’s conclusions about the child, which he sees as in a primitive state governed by the conflicting influences of its selfish desires and the impulse to imitate the behaviour of those they observe.​[229]​  They also draw on the contemporary scientific theory that women were physically and mentally more similar to children than to adult men. Cesare Lombroso, an Italian doctor, confidently asserted in 1895 that “in figure, in size of brain, in strength, in intelligence, woman comes nearer to the animal and the child”.​[230]​  This idea had been circulating since the eighteenth century.  By the mid-nineteenth century Darwin, whose reputation for scientific rigour was by then firmly established, was able to state: “male and female children resemble each other closely … they likewise resemble the mature female … closely”.​[231]​  Further, he argued that “with women, the powers of intuition, of rapid perception, and perhaps of imitation are more strongly marked than in man, but … these facilities are characteristic of the lower races, and therefore of a past and lower state of civilisation”.​[232]​  As I established in the introduction, contemporary anthropologists and even psychologists drew parallels between children and the ‘lower races’.  The conflation of woman and child was, by the time Hardy was writing, widely accepted.​[233]​  

Carolyn Steedman considers the evolutionary discourse of ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny as further evidence of the importance of narratives of growth or progression in the nineteenth century, before rejecting linear time in order to locate ‘the child inside’ as a place outside time and therefore not governed by the conventions of chronological development.  As we saw in Jude the Obscure, this sense of interiority – the child inside – therefore exists regardless of the age of the individual.  For Tess, however, the child inside as a metaphor for interiority becomes instead infantilisation, a way to render her powerless rather than a freeing space, and the rejection of narratives of progression brings not emancipation but frustration and powerlessness. 





Tess’s Deceptive Physical Maturity

The first and governing aspect of Tess’s character is her innocence.  Throughout the text it is both her strength and her vulnerability.  It lends to her fate the inevitability that was for Hardy so intrinsic to any tragic narrative,​[236]​ but it is important not to see her innocence as a straightforwardly child-like quality.  She retains it in the face of bitter experience, until its retention is rather a choice than a necessity, and to call it innocence is to put a simple label on a complex quality.  The idea of the child as innocent was – as I discussed in the introduction – by no means a generally accepted one for nineteenth-century readers.  The innocence that she displays is represented as equally a product of her heritage, her class and her upbringing, as well as being depicted as in spite of those things.  It is only when Tess’s innocence becomes naïvety that it can really be seen as a childlike quality, for it gives her then an imperfect understanding both of the world and of her situation in it.  Her innocence is, therefore, a pre-requisite of the more child-like aspects of her character, but is by no means an uncomplicated part of them.  In representing Tess’s innocence in such a way Hardy is drawing on the tradition of the Romantic child, particularly as depicted by Blake.

From the outset of the novel Hardy is keen to establish that Tess looks more mature than she is.  When we first see her, dressed in white for the club-walking and blushing with shame for the drunken antics of her father, Hardy asserts that “Phases of her childhood lurked in her aspect still.  As she walked along today, for all her bouncing handsome womanliness, you could sometimes see her twelfth year in her cheeks, or her ninth sparkling from her eyes; and even her fifth would flit over the curves of her mouth now and then”.​[237]​  Hardy invokes the image of the Romantic child in his description of her “large, innocent eyes”;​[238]​ she is a “vessel of emotion untinctured by experience”.​[239]​  A reference to her attendance at the village school reminds us of her youth.  

Tess is still a child in terms of age and experience at the opening of the novel, but she is cursed with a deceptive physical maturity.  Hardy deliberately portrays her burgeoning sexuality as wholly unconscious to emphasise this.  She therefore remains within the protective and redemptive paradigm of the Romantic child while generating the sexual and textual tension that drives the novel.  She appears both womanly and seductive when she makes her first appearance at the house of the Stoke D’Urbervilles.  But the preparations for her visit highlight the disparity between her physical and mental maturity.  The early bloom of her figure is accentuated by the ministrations of her scheming mother, who is aware (as Tess is not) that she will need to interest Alec in more than the plight of the Durbeyfield family if they are to survive.  Tess appears very much as the dutiful child.  When Joan requires her to dress more smartly Tess quickly acquiesces: “to please her parent the girl put herself quite in Joan’s hands, saying serenely – ‘Do what you like with me, mother’”.​[240]​  

Obedience to a parent was one of the governing tenets of the life of the nineteenth-century child.  Enshrined in the Ten Commandments, which at the close of the century the vast majority of children would know, it was further emphasised in popular literature of the time.  One of Isaac Watts’s Divine and Moral Songs for Children – written in the seventeenth century but still popular in the nineteenth – includes the verse, “have you not heard what dreadful plagues / Are threaten’d by the Lord / To him that breaks his father’s laws, / Or mocks his mother’s word?”.​[241]​  The Children’s Friend of November 1868 sternly asserts that:

No worse sign of a child’s character can appear than a readiness to speak lightly of a parent’s authority.  The Great God who made heaven and earth, and can make good all He says, looks upon disobedience to parents as one of the most grievous sins a child can commit, and pronounces a dreadful curse upon it.​[242]​

Although Tess is not a middle-class child and did not have ready access to such literature in the home, she did attend the village school, and was educated on the moral duty of the child towards its parents.  

The figure of the dutiful child is invoked, and would be a familiar one to Hardy’s middle-class readers.  But Hardy disrupts the middle-class ideal by portraying the working-class reality.  Convention – middle-class, even religious convention – dictates that Tess should unquestioningly obey her mother.  In so doing she is reflecting the middle-class ideal of the ‘good’ child.  The direct result of this, however, is that the good child becomes a bad woman.  Joan Durbeyfield in fact relies on Tess’s status as child.  She demands her daughter’s obedience in order that she might dress Tess as a sexually alluring woman.  

Hardy is challenging myths of the child to destabilise the arbitrary social conventions that he is to mount a frontal assault on later in the text.  Tess is trapped.  To obey leads to one sin, to disobey would be another.  Tess can be either working-class, or she can be a child.  The role of the dutiful child can only be performed if that child exists in a certain set of circumstances.  Hardy brutally juxtaposes two elements of the child myth – the middle-class Romantic ideal and the working-class figure whose brutalisation is used to reveal the injustices and degradations suffered by the working class.  Hardy destabilises both images by making Tess’s own mother the person instrumental in her fall.  Disraeli’s fictional slum child Devilsdust suffered merely from the lack of a mother,​[243]​ Tess’s mother actively participates in her daughter’s ruin.  Such a depiction also feeds into Malthusian anxieties about the working classes and nineteenth-century concerns about heredity and degeneration.  Hardy draws together a series of child myths to highlight the plight of the Durbeyfields.  The economic pressures on the working-class family are causing it to decay from within. 

Tess is working-class and therefore forced into a responsible adult role; this is only emphasised by her physically mature appearance.  Idealised middle-class notions of the child are shown by Hardy to be both irrelevant and dangerous to working-class children.  By playing on the middle-class sensibility that constructs an unquestioningly obedient child as a socially desirable one Hardy raises a number of uncomfortable questions about individual parental responsibility, while reflecting the innumerable difficulties inherent in working-class existence.  





While still a child Tess is forced by her class status and a perceived sense of duty to her family to assume adult responsibilities.  The Tess we meet at the opening of the novel not only looks older than she is, she is expected to cope with greater economic and sexual responsibility than she is able to.  Rather than seeing a conflation of woman with child at this stage in the novel we see the far more dangerous misapprehension of child as woman.  

Hardy uses the inadequacies of Tess’s family to expose the fallacy of the child myth.  Tess is neither Romantic child nor unruly, threatening unknown.  As the oldest child of a working class family she is not permitted the luxury of either role.  Instead, although a child in age, she is forced to take on adult responsibilities.  Mr Durbeyfield, filled with his new-found delusions of grandeur, fear following the doctor’s diagnosing him with a weak heart,​[244]​ and beer, becomes too drunk to drive the family horse and cart to market.  Tess tries to take on the role of provider, agreeing to go accompanied only by her young brother.  Both fall asleep on the journey and in the dark they collide with the mail cart, killing the Durbeyfield horse.  

The scene that Hardy creates around the death of the horse is powerful and brutal.  Nothing in the text so far has prepared the reader for this shocking, and shockingly presented event.  We have so far seen only the errors of a simple country family.  Any small presentiment of doom is far outstripped by the reality.  The scene is laden with symbolic and thematic significance.  Motifs and ideas that appear here also recur throughout the text, reinforcing the theme of repetition and arrested development.  The scene is rendered in minute detail, heightening its shocking nature and its importance to the rest of the novel.

The scene initially develops more in terms of sound than sight.  At the moment of the tragedy Tess is obscured by the lack of light: it is night and her lantern has gone out.  Her first impressions are those sounds that come to her out of the blackness, most ominously, “a hollow groan, unlike anything she had ever heard in her life”.​[245]​  This sentence, with its overtones of gothic romance, is made more affecting by contrast with the prosaic cry of “Hoi there”​[246]​ that follows it.  

Tess, hidden from view, is also mentally absent at the moment of impact: she has fallen asleep.  Hardy emphasises Tess’s mental absence through his use of language: she has actually “lost consciousness”.​[247]​  Her lack of power is made very clear.  The language used by Hardy increases the sinister mood of the scene.  Words such as “dreadful”, “arrow”, “hiss”, “terrible” and “noiseless” further highlight the gothic flavour, as does the name of the horse, and Hardy’s description of its death.  The moments in which we realise what has happened to the horse are imbued with heroic language and marked by repeated referrals to the horse by the name of Prince.  “The pointed shaft … had entered the breast of the unhappy Prince like a sword, and from the wound his life’s blood was spouting in a stream”​[248]​ is a sentence that would not be out of place in a gothic novel.  A terrible echo of relish on the part of the narrator is deeply unsettling.  

While tingeing the scene with irony, Hardy is also using the gothic imagery to emphasise the absolute seriousness of the event.  The horse is, in a sense, the hero of the Durbeyfield family.  They rely on him to generate an income and as such he is the financial mainstay of an otherwise feckless family.  Imagery, implication and deeply unsettling undertones collide powerfully in this scene.  Tess, realising belatedly what has occurred, moves forward in a pathetically futile attempt to stem the bleeding, but succeeds only in drenching herself in the horse’s blood.  The narrator goes on to turn a gaze of almost childlike wonder on the pool of blood that has collected on the road.  The language has become poetic: “The atmosphere had turned pale … the lane showed all its white features, and Tess showed hers, still whiter.  The huge pool of blood in front of her was already assuming the iridescence of coagulation; and when the sun rose a hundred prismatic hues were reflected from it”.​[249]​  Hardy subtly combines in this scene all of the thematic and symbolic motifs that he is to develop during the course of the novel. 

Hardy uses the death of the horse to bind Tess irrevocably to her family.  Her sense of duty to them is overlaid by a sense of guilt.  She assumes responsibility for the horse’s demise, and as a result assumes responsibility for providing for a family that – after the horse’s death – can no longer provide for itself.







As the novel develops, Tess comes to realise how powerless she truly is.  When the Vicar refuses to baptize Tess’s child she cries out, “Then I don’t like you … and I’ll never come to your church no more!”.​[252]​  Her comment reflects a growing understanding that the only power she does possess is rooted in her physical self.  Only her physical presence or absence has any impact on other characters in the text.  Tess understands that like a child she is ‘seen and not heard’.  Her words, her ideas mean nothing, but her physical absence can have an impact.  She practices this with Alec, leaving him when she becomes aware that she is pregnant and her duty as child is temporarily set aside in favour of her situation as parent.  Her only way of protesting against Alec’s behaviour towards her is to remove herself from his presence, and indeed this does have an impact on him, for when they part he repeatedly asks Tess to remain with him.  Her refusals and her assertion that she could never love him distress him: “He emitted a laboured breath, as if the scene were getting rather oppressive to his heart, or to his conscience”.​[253]​  This, far more than his cheerful statements that “I suppose I am a bad fellow – a damn bad fellow”,​[254]​ shows both Tess and the reader that her action has affected him.  The novel becomes a painful lesson for Tess: all power lies with her physical body.  

Tess’s relationship with Alec is founded on opposition and marked by Tess’s growing awareness of and frustration with her own powerlessness. Her feelings for him are complex.  Alec, above all, has the power to provoke in Tess the flashes of rage and impulsive action that war with a feeling of duty towards him in her mind.  When Alec visits Tess to propose to her, in an attempt to right his earlier wrong and assuage his guilt, she unwillingly admits that she is married.  Her side of the conversation is full of negations and denials, and at one point she even explicitly begs him: “Do not ask what I do not wish to tell”.​[255]​  These impassioned pleas serve only as a reminder that, if he chose, he could force her to tell him much, which she eventually does.  The balance of power in these interactions is complex, but Alec clearly holds sway over Tess.  His authority is quasi parental, and while he might not behave as an adult in these scenes, it is clear that she cannot help but act in a childish way.  Their discussions make it clear that she cannot defend herself from him verbally, any more than a child could.  

In dealing with Alec, Tess seems to act in accordance with his quasi-parental authority and, occasionally, impulsively against it.  Richard Nemesvari, when looking at this scene, reconciles this apparent contradiction by rooting it in a purely paradigmatic interpretation, arguing that “What Hardy has done with Alec is present a still culturally powerful vision of Victorian masculinity and, by bringing it into contact with a complex presentation of female sexuality and purity, demonstrated its all but complete inadequacy”.​[256]​  In fact, Alec is fully aware of his inadequacies, and his relationship with Tess is rooted in his desire to construct himself as powerful and masculine by defining himself in opposition to her.  By seducing and by infantilising her he renders her doubly powerless, and his identity as virile seducer is reinforced by his role as father figure.  In their relationship Alec could be said to represent the ‘adult’: cynical, experienced, capable of deception and (generally) in control of his emotions. Tess is his opposite, and never is this more apparent than when the two are together.  Pierre D’Exideuil asserts that for Hardy the nature of the male-female pairing must “bring the two characters into opposition with one another in virtue of their own contrasted natures.  “She” and “he” must … incarnate different tendencies.”  He identifies that “moral divergencies”​[257]​ must exist between the two and goes on to apply this idea explicitly to Tess and Alec, seeing Tess as having “innocence (in opposition to) sensuality and egoism”,​[258]​ in other words, child-like qualities in opposition to adult ones.  

Alec infantilises Tess through his language and behaviour to her.  He repeatedly refers to her as a girl rather than a woman.  At one point he even seizes her, “shaking her, as if she were a child”,​[259]​ to which she docilely submits.  When he finds her and proposes, they repeat the pattern of behaviour that marked their earlier relationship.  Tess now recognises that Alec can provide the end of hardship for her as well as her family.  His power over her is growing, and she is finding it increasingly difficult to forge an identity independent of the image of her he has constructed.  At one point she even considers whether she would have accepted Alec’s proposal of marriage, had she been free to do so.  Her eventual response is vocal, and seems spoken as much to convince herself as to convince the reader: “‘But no, no!’ She said breathlessly, ‘I could not have married him now, he is so unpleasant to me’”.​[260]​  While this may have been true in the past, it is palpably untrue now.  He has sought her out and provided himself with a marriage licence, all actions that indicate a sincere desire to right a former wrong, and forming a sharp contrast with the behaviour of her lawful husband.  

When Tess next encounters Alec he has abandoned his preacher’s clothes and religious fervour, and sought her out in the hope that she will once again become his lover.  As before Tess is no match for Alec verbally.  She cannot respond to his accusations that she has tempted him from religion and salvation.  Tess cannot express to Alec what she feels; she has neither the training nor the instinct to do so.  Hardy describes how “Tess attempted to expostulate, but at this juncture all her fluency failed her”,​[261]​ before going on to explicitly assert that “She tried to argue, and tell him that he had mixed … two matters, theology and morals … but owing to Angel Clare’s reticence, to her absolute want of training, and to her being a vessel of emotions rather than reasons, she could not get on”.​[262]​  Tess’s sense of her own identity is increasingly fragile.  Alec reminds her that only her physical self matters: “you have done nothing but retain your pretty face and shapely figure”.​[263]​  So we come to the crux of the scene in which Tess removes her glove and strikes Alec, drawing blood.  

The scene has some notable similarities to the death of the horse, Prince.  Although Tess is awake she is rendered largely mute by Alec’s exhortations and accusations.  We see the same dumb incomprehension of a situation that seems to her so cruelly unjust.  The scene draws together a number of motifs that recur during the text.  Blood is drawn, a reminder of the blood tie that Tess and Alec do not share, but that is the reason for their knowledge of one another.  

Hardy also recalls the noble ancestors whose discovery was the origin of Tess’s troubles when Tess, provoked, strikes Alec in the face with her gauntlet.  The narrator’s comment that “Fancy might have regarded the act as the recrudescence of a trick in which her armed progenitors were not unpractised”​[264]​ makes her connection to her titled forbears clear.  The idea serves as a potent reminder that Tess is not armed, nor does she have a relative who can defend her from Alec’s onslaught.  As she recognises, “once victim, always victim – that’s the law!”.​[265]​  She is painfully aware of her own powerlessness.  Even the blow – like the earlier baptism scene – is an impulsive act of “hopeless defiance”.​[266]​  Tess, unarmed and alone, cannot take up the challenge she has issued.  It is important to note the ease with which Tess turns to physical violence against Alec.  Having struck him she seems to feel no remorse for the act.  The sight of his blood does not give her pause; he has taught her too well that the physical is the only level on which he either desires or understands her.  The blow is both her acceptance of this and a reminder to Alec that violence is an instinctive form of defence for Tess.  

Echoes of Tess’s earlier encounter with blood and violence – the death of Prince – resonate in this scene.  Hardy makes subtle but sustained efforts to link the two events.  The narrator again lingers on the blood as a visual spectacle, describing the “scarlet oozing”​[267]​ and the obscurely shocking image of “the blood … dropping from his mouth onto the straw”.​[268]​  In very few words Hardy encapsulates an intricate complexity of meaning, implication and symbolism.  As in the death of the horse the imagery is gothic.  Language such as “passionately” and “fiercely” appears, and apart from the reference to Tess’s duelling ancestors, Hardy describes her glove as “thick as a warrior’s”.​[269]​  





By killing Alec, Tess finally achieves maturity.  Her murder of him ends their oppositional relationship, in which she was a powerless child.  She has revenged herself on her rapist/seducer,​[270]​ regaining the power she lost as a fallen woman.  She also removes him as a potential source of financial support for her family.  Dead, they can no longer use Tess to secure his assistance and she no longer needs to sacrifice herself to provide her family.  

The scene in which Alec meets his death has received surprisingly little critical attention.  Rosemarie Morgan, in her powerful re-imagining of Tess as “a combination of sexual vigour and moral rigour … one of the strongest women in the annals of English literature”,​[271]​ can offer only two passing references to the act. However, it is Tess’s single most decisive, forceful act in the course of the novel, the one in which she finally and irrevocably casts off the role of passive victim.  Tony Tanner’s “Colour and Movement in Tess of the D’Urbervilles”, deals with the scene, but views it through a somewhat exclusive lens, focusing on Hardy’s use of imagery to convey atmosphere.  In Jean R. Brooks’s Thomas Hardy: The Poetic Structure it is difficult to find even a passing reference to the act. Richard Nemesvari, in a recent article notes simply that, “Tess stabs and kills Alec”.​[272]​  Linda M. Shires, meanwhile, both describes and dismisses the scene when she writes: “she [Tess] is still pure, even when she plays out the final scene of the patriarchal logic which has shaped her choices.  Some readers blame Tess for killing Alec and some exonerate her.  Hardy’s interest goes beyond individual right and wrong”.​[273]​  Perhaps this is true, but Hardy was also passionately interested in Tess as an individual.

Those critics who do mention it see it almost as a fait accompli, something so often discussed that all conclusions have already been reached.  Ian Gregor, for example, discusses instead the changes that Hardy was forced to make to his tale before it was considered fit for public consumption.  It includes a reference to the change in the situation which Angel finds on arriving at Sandbourne.  In the altered version Tess and Alec are not lovers but friends.  As a result of this change, notes Gregor, “Tess’s killing of Alec then becomes gratuitous in a way that is morally shocking”.​[274]​  

Hardy avoids writing the murder directly.  The landlady of the lodging house (through whose eyes we see events) is unwilling to see what the growing patch of blood hints at.  She fetches a man from the street to do the looking.  When he enters the bedroom, however, the narrative gaze remains outside, noting only that “the carving knife was missing”.​[275]​  While Hardy adequately portrays the events that have occurred, his refusal to offer a complete picture is significant.  A description of Alec D’Urberville prostrate and dead in the bed is rejected in favour of a series of symbolic and metaphoric echoes.  To begin with, Tess’s appearance just after the crime is tantalisingly reminiscent of the first description of her in the opening pages of the novel.  Once again she is seen through the eyes of a woman, in this case the landlady, previously the other club-walkers.  Special attention is again paid to her clothing and what it infers about her social status.  In the opening scene she wore a simple white dress with a “red ribbon in her hair”.​[276]​  Now the landlady sees Tess “fully dressed now in the walking costume of a well-to-do young lady”.​[277]​  The contrast between these two incarnations of Tess is obvious and poignant, especially when we read that her face, previously dwelt lovingly upon by the narrator, is now covered by a veil.  Tess’s presence, outdoors and independent, in fact reflects the change in her character.  Pushed by Alec into the awareness that she is wholly powerless, except when she uses her physical body as a means of communication, she murders him.  

In killing Alec, Tess finally escapes the cycle of frustration, repetition and arrested development that has marked her course in the novel thus far.  The motifs that have repeated themselves through significant moments in the text reach their climax and conclusion in this scene.  The pairing of red and white, the appearance of red especially as blood​[278]​ and the emphasis on Tess’s physical self all appear, culminating in the magnificent melodramatic image of “a gigantic ace of hearts”.​[279]​  When together, Tess and Alec seem trapped into the roles they adopted when they first met, neither having the power to move forward.  As she says to Angel, “I was a child – a child when it happened”.​[280]​  Her murder of Alec finally frees her from her status as child.

The novel also closes a circle of violence with Alec’s death.   When they bury the horse, the other Durbeyfields grieve, but of Tess we are told, “her face was dry and pale, as though she regarded herself in the light of a murderess”.​[281]​  Hardy’s characteristic reticence regarding Tess’s inner life – her thoughts and feelings beyond those uncomplicatedly expressed by her countenance or actions – serves to emphasise a crucial moment in the text and a cornerstone of my argument.  From this early point in the text, however justified or otherwise her belief might be, Tess considers that she has sole responsibility for a death.  In short, in her own mind, Tess has already committed murder.   







4. Hardy’s Pregnant Women

Lee Edelman identifies – without endorsing – the centrality of the figure of the child in what he calls “reproductive futurism”.​[282]​  The child for Edelman is the visible symbol of a future in which the past is at once continued and made new.  “Fighting for the children”,​[283]​ for a better future for them, becomes a goal, a justification and a locus of heteronormative identity.  Edelman’s work focuses on challenging such a construction but he powerfully demonstrates that the child as a symbol of social and biological reproduction is a culturally powerful image.  So powerful that – as this chapter demonstrates – the figure of the pregnant woman is subject to the mythologies generated by the figure of the child.  The chapter explores the ways in which myths of the child overwhelm the identity of the woman carrying a child.  These myths eventually constitute a double erasure, the identity of the unborn child and of the pregnant mother. In this chapter I will look at the reality of pregnancy in the nineteenth century, the myths that grow up around the pregnant woman, and the interrelationship between these myths and Hardy’s novels.  

In 1896 St George Milvert, in an article in the Humanitarian that refers disparagingly to Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, openly discusses the conjugal rights of the husband, expressing horror at “the fixed idea which possesses some young wives, that to submit themselves to those conjugal relations, when not prompted so to do by their own feelings, is for them A DEGRADATION!”.​[284]​  Milvert’s article unsurprisingly prompted some equally impassioned responses, and among those published in the Humanitarian were articles by Grant Allen and Christina Sinclair Bremner. Allen also looks at the role that women who do not marry might play, and these ideas too provoke responses.  The child – even in the womb – is generating mythologies.  The relationship women had with their sexuality – and with their own bodies – was a topic of fierce debate.  Milvert’s ideas demonstrate that women’s ownership of their bodies was by no means uncontested.  Pregnancy further challenged this ownership.  

The reality for pregnant women during the nineteenth century was a gradually increasing autonomy and access to improved medical care.  This contrasts with the mythologies growing around pregnancy.  The child in the womb is an excellent repository for symbolic significances.  It is silent and totally passive, an absolute blank space on which narratives of hope or anxiety for the future can be freely written.  The woman finds her own identity erased or ignored in favour of the child she is carrying.  The pregnant woman’s identity becomes totally subject to the all-encompassing myths of the child.  Value judgements about the mother are based on an engagement with child myths.  The power of the child myth is so potent that it also encroaches on the identity of the expectant mother.  The mother, by virtue of her physical connection to a child, is uniquely subject to this hijacking of identity.  Debates on childhood, especially of late, have echoed debates on feminism – debates about the marginal, the excluded, the Other.  The child was previously aligned with the mother in these debates but has now become a focus of debate in its own right.  Nonetheless it is useful to frame an account of the child within an account of motherhood, especially when that child is in the womb.  Such a framing also illustrates the power of the child myth through its ability to accomplish the double erasure.  

Just as the child had become a more visible figure in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, so pregnancy drew more attention as the nineteenth century progressed.  Like the child it resulted in, pregnancy was subject to a mythologising process.  Gender divisions, who ‘owns’ or controls the pregnant body (the woman, the child, the medical practitioner, God), the feminine grotesque, physicality, sexuality, civic maternity and the conflict between the natural law and the social all contribute to the myth of pregnancy.  In order to understand Hardy’s treatment of pregnancy it is necessary to understand both the myth and the reality.  

Pregnancy as a Taboo Topic

It is clear from fictional and factual writings of the nineteenth century that pregnancy and childbirth, along with menstruation and lactation, were taboo topics. Historians concur.  John Hawkins Miller suggests that, “for an age that was to produce many advances in science, medicine and industry – all of which helped to give man greater mastery over his environment – the animal and elemental process of birth [and conception, and pregnancy] … must have been especially viewed as indelicate though unavoidable reminders of the physical and mortal nature of humanity”.​[285]​  Barbara Harrison notes that both during the nineteenth century and in historical analyses of that period, “it was infant deaths and child welfare that received most attention”.​[286]​  The Victorian reticence over discussing or even acknowledging the state of pregnancy seems to have carried over to those studying the period.  The majority of historical studies focus almost exclusively on childbirth and its aftermath, ranging from discussions on the appearance and treatment of puerperal insanity to the reification – even deification – of the new mother and her child.  Due to a dearth of primary material, pregnancy is rarely addressed in studies of the period.

Clare Hanson is one of the few historians who does address the subject.  She recognises that in the nineteenth century, “in middle class circles … pregnancy was too delicate a subject to be discussed in mixed company … the sources of this taboo/shame are complex and its strength in this period surprising”.​[287]​  Pregnancy is by no means so neatly concealed, but her argument that “In screening the pregnant body, middle class Victorian society sought to disavow, perhaps, not only female sexuality, but also the possibilities of social transformation which might be connected with it”​[288]​ is a powerful one, which recognises the undoubted symbolic significance of the pregnant body.  Like the physical fact of a pregnancy, the topic is impossible to ignore completely either for a Victorian or a historian.

In fact, popular literature and the press were far from silent on the subject.  They reflected, and at times explicitly acknowledged, hypocrisy in the public attitude to pregnancy. Hawkins Miller cites a story from an 1828 ladies’ magazine:

‘I suppose’, said her ladyship, in allusion to Mrs Buckle’s condition, ‘you expect soon?’ ‘Hush!’ she replied, drawing nearer, ‘speak lower, if you please, when Rosa is in the room; she is so innocent, dear girl!  She actually believes that her little brothers and sisters are found under the cherry tree … (At the other end of the drawing room, Rosa and her friend are discussing the same topic) … ‘So, Rosa, I see Mrs Buckle is in the family way again.’ ‘Hush Laura, pray speak lower, for Mama thinks I don’t know anything about it.  Our old nurse and Sally always tell me everything, but Mama would be so angry if she knew’.​[289]​   

Hardy recognises this hypocrisy.  His coy allusions to his pregnant women’s physical condition are made futile and absurd by the eventual appearance of a child.  By a careful juxtaposition of character, plot and symbolism within the narrative, Hardy subtly yet powerfully comments on the social double standard.  Gabriel’s furtive erasure of the chalk words “and child”​[290]​ from the coffin is an example of this.  The removal of the words makes it clear that they are just words.  He is as powerless to eradicate the physical reality of the child within as society is to ignore the visibly pregnant body.  

Hardy also understood the very real power of the child/pregnancy myth to destroy the individual identity of the pregnant woman.  On the topic of pregnancy and all but the barest references to pregnant women he is therefore resolutely silent. They are, therefore, able to retain a modicum of individuality until the plot demands their sudden capitulation into anonymous symbolism.  Thomasin Wildeve descends into a heavily stereotypical mother figure from the moment her pregnancy is acknowledged.  It is difficult to locate any suggestion that Fanny Robin is pregnant until we are presented with the child.  Sue’s reluctant physical body endures two pregnancies with barely a reference in the text, until her body rebels and prematurely expels the third child.  The recognition that she is going to have a child indirectly causes the deaths of all the children in the text.  

Arabella escapes this fate through her own awareness of and ability to manipulate myths.  Jude is so susceptible to mythologising himself that he is a willing victim in Arabella’s ideological machinations.  She is, therefore, able to actively manipulate the myths surrounding both pregnancy and illegitimacy.  Her first pregnancy is a ruse, ​[291]​ which she uses to push Jude into marriage while avoiding the erasure of identity that is the almost inevitable result of an actual pregnancy.  Hardy further protects Arabella from losing her identity to her pregnancy by refusing to write it into the text.  The child’s birth is reported in a letter, and we never see him with his mother.  


Pregnancy and the Feminine Grotesque

There is another element to Hardy’s apparent collusion in the pregnancy taboo.  By writing his women as visibly pregnant, Hardy risked aligning them with the idea of the feminine grotesque.  Clare Hanson argues that pregnancy suggests an unruly, grotesque feminine that would alienate and frighten ‘polite’ patriarchal society.​[292]​  Hawkins Miller explores in detail the attitudes underlying the Victorian treatment of pregnancy.  He suggests that it relates to “the transference to the woman of the dark and ‘dirty’ sexual drives of the male.  Victoria herself said that men alone are the cause of pregnancy, an attitude that placed the women in the role of being the passive receptacle of male lust.  Perversely, however, women became tainted by the male sexual drive, and the only road to redemption was through the uncleanliness of childbirth to the temple of pure and undefiled womanhood”.​[293]​  Like the child it results in, pregnancy is a threatening unknown that must be controlled or contained.  The two strands of the child mythology – the Romantic and the Malthusian – are transferred onto the pregnant body, which becomes dangerous and unruly and must be sanitised and redeemed by motherhood.  

Hardy creates female characters designed to generate sympathy and affinity on the part of the reader.  By aligning his characters with the feminine grotesque he would be more likely to alienate than draw in the majority of his readers.  He, therefore, fastidiously avoids the physical facts of pregnancy and childbirth.  Pregnancies do, however, appear in the texts.  While he meticulously avoids mentioning pregnancy directly, Hardy dwells powerfully on the erasure of identity it constitutes. 

Pregnancy and the Loss of Identity

Pregnancy spurs a number of Hardy’s female characters into desperate or ill-considered action, and equally serves – in line with Hawkins Miller’s argument – as a reminder of the place and function of women in nineteenth-century society.  This is demonstrated in Hardy’s depiction of the pregnancy and subsequent death of Lucetta in The Mayor of Casterbridge.  Hardy also uses her pregnancy to expose the characters of the men she interacts with.  Her pregnancy becomes a way to explore conventional nineteenth-century constructions of masculinity.  While cognisant of the damaging power of the pregnancy myths to the identity of the individual, Hardy remains willing to exploit them.

Lucetta first appears in the novel in search of Henchard, a former suitor to whom she addressed compromising love letters.  On arriving in Casterbridge, however, she falls in love with and marries Henchard’s younger rival, Farfrae. Hardy adroitly employs her pregnancy to great symbolic effect.  Her identity as an individual is consumed by her role as a pregnant woman.  She becomes an extension of her own child, her pregnant body going through the same process of symbolising as the child has.  Both suffer the erasure of their own identity so that symbolic meaning can be freely mapped onto them.  Initially, it appears to symbolise the ascendancy of Farfrae over Henchard, proving once again that the younger man is the stronger on all possible fronts.  

Although Henchard was the one who initially attracted Lucetta (she, like Susan, sought him out in order to marry him and avoid damage to her reputation), she instead chooses to marry Farfrae.  Farfrae has by this point in the text begun to appear in every way superior to Henchard: in moral, social and physical terms.  Lucetta’s pregnancy would seem to be the final demonstration of this superiority.  Farfrae has succeeded in winning Lucetta, and now further demonstrates his virility by fathering her child.  It is especially galling for Henchard, who once sold what he now envies in Farfrae – a wife and child – and who has recently discovered that the Elizabeth Jane he has treated as a daughter is in fact only the namesake of his dead child, born of his wife and the sailor he sold her to.  Lucetta’s pregnancy, then, could have been used by Hardy to symbolise the absolute ascendancy of Farfrae and the parallel decline of Henchard.  He uses it instead to complicate matters still further.

Lucetta’s pregnancy comes to symbolise not the power and solidity of Farfrae’s position but rather its fragility.  It also exposes flaws in Farfrae’s character.  Hardy uses Lucetta’s miscarriage and death to destabilise the apparent polarity between the characters of the two mayors (past and future). The events surrounding Lucetta’s pregnancy, especially the skimmity-ride and her resulting illness, allow Hardy to show his two protagonists in a new light.

When Lucetta discovers that she is the represented in the skimmity-ride, her comments are revealing.  Her first thought is not for her reputation in the eyes of the town, nor of her shame at being depicted thus, but rather that, “Donald will see it!  He is just coming home – and it will break his heart – he will never love me any more”.​[294]​  This gives an impression of Farfrae as both stern and unforgiving.  Lucetta’s fear of her husband’s anger is at least as evident as her love for him.  Henchard, meanwhile, shows not exultation but compassion on hearing of Lucetta’s illness.  He tells the men sent to search for her husband of Farfrae’s true destination, and when they will not believe him and set off in the opposite direction, determines to find the mayor himself.  He chases his rival for some miles, and on meeting him passes on the news that Lucetta has been taken ill.  

The meeting offers a stark comparison between the two men.  Even the manner in which they meet reflects their relative positions.  Farfrae, seated in his gig, quite literally looks down on the exhausted Henchard as he stands supplicant in the road.  The social difference between the two men is evident, but the moral divide is not so clearly apparent.  It is Henchard now who has made the honest and compassionate gesture and Farfrae who cannot overcome his suspicions.  Their characters at this point seem as much reversed as their social positions.  At the start of the novel we saw Henchard unable to overcome his suspicions of the honest Farfrae.  In this scene it is noble feeling that motivates Henchard, while Farfrae is driven by a distrust that has now wholly consumed him.  He drives on, leaving Henchard unsuccessful and Lucetta to suffer alone.  Farfrae does not pause to consider the possibility that Henchard might be telling the truth: “[Farfrae] knew that his wife was with child, but he had left her not long ago in perfect health”.​[295]​  The pregnancy that should have made Farfrae even more solicitous of his wife is summarily disregarded.  

Farfrae’s moral slide from generosity to suspicion presages, as it did with Henchard, a material decline.  The loss of his child represents – to a degree – the death of his future success as mayor.  The scene correlates to the episode at the opening of the novel in which Henchard sells his wife and child.  Both men, through their stubbornness, lose their families.  The failure of both to support and maintain their family represents their inability to adequately perform their role as patriarchs.  Both characters are flawed.  But, in contrast to Henchard’s reaction to the sale of his family, Farfrae acknowledges some degree of responsibility for the deaths of Lucetta and their child.  Hardy uses the differing reactions of the two men to the loss of their families to indicate the different paths their characters will follow.  

Pregnancy in Private and in Public

The topics of pregnancy and birth caught the public eye in the nineteenth century when in 1817 Princess Charlotte, only child of the Prince Regent, died after giving birth to a stillborn son.  After the death of Charlotte it was Victoria, her cousin, who eventually succeeded to the throne.  The last female monarch, Queen Anne, had borne twenty children during her reign, none of whom lived to succeed her. Charlotte brought the topic of pregnancy from the private to the public arena, and Victoria, by bearing nine children during her reign, effectively kept it there.  

Charlotte’s labour and delivery were widely discussed, and “for several days the newspapers were filled with details of her illness and death”.​[296]​  This challenges Hawkins Miller’s assertion, that pregnancy was a taboo topic, and reflects complexities in the pre-Victorian attitude towards pregnancy.  After Princess Charlotte’s death, her obstetrician, Sir Richard Croft, shot himself.​[297]​  Questions had been raised over his handling of her fifty-hour labour, with some doubting his presence for its duration.  According to historian Laurence Lerner, “public sentiment was convinced that Croft had been negligent”.​[298]​  Such widespread and informed interest in a labour and birth seems to indicate a willingness to discuss an apparently ‘indelicate’ topic and suggests a fair level of practical knowledge among the general public.  The royal status of the two brought the topic of pregnancy and birth into the arena of public discussion.  When Victoria came to the throne she repeatedly expressed a wish to keep her pregnancies and childbirths as private as possible,​[299]​ but her marriage and subsequent pregnancies were a topic of keen public interest.

Moreover, although reticent in public, Victoria was privately vocal on the subject of pregnancy and childbirth.  While her notes regarding her confinements were destroyed after her death, correspondence to her daughters during their own pregnancies, and her responses to the various legal requirements surrounding a royal birth still exist, and have been discussed by various historians.  These documents provide a valuable insight into the attitude of women in the nineteenth century towards pregnancy and childbirth.  

Traditionally, it was women, both family members and midwives that attended women during birth.  The midwives would not necessarily have been given any formal training, and birth remained firmly part of the private, domestic sphere.  By the latter part of the eighteenth century, however, the medical profession was becoming increasingly interested in childbirth.  Wealthy women were often attended by an accoucheur – a male doctor who supervised the birth.  There was also a rise in the number of man-midwives.​[300]​  While these (along with their female counterparts) were considered the lowest branch of the medical profession, their rising numbers reflect a growing interest by the mainstream medical profession in the mechanics of childbirth.  This interest was manifested in an attempt to quantify, categorise and, therefore, control childbirth as much as possible.  What Clare Hanson describes as medico-social textbooks began to appear,​[301]​ offering advice to women who were or who were hoping to become pregnant.  Scientific studies of birth and its attendant illnesses and repercussions also appear in this period.  

Many texts in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century suggested that pregnant women should rest as much as possible during pregnancy and avoid physical, mental or emotional exertion.  Some doctors had begun to doubt the validity of enforced rest, however, and as the nineteenth century progressed its influence waned.  As early as 1778 Thomas Denman, in An Introduction to the Practice of Midwifery, was arguing that “the lower class of women, who are by necessity obliged to follow laborious occupations in the open air, and who are exposed to all the vicissitudes of the weather, not only pass the time of their pregnancy with fewer complaints than the affluent, but have also more easy labours”.​[302]​  However valid this advice, the terms in which it was couched offer a reason for its initial failure to take hold.  Middle- and upper-class women would have been loath to associate themselves with the working classes in this way.  Further, Denman’s description relates women a little too closely to animals.  In a letter to her daughter Queen Victoria deplored such a connection, expressing her horror at “our being like a cow or a dog at such moments; when our poor nature becomes so very animal”.​[303]​  Just as Hardy shrank from aligning his heroines with the feminine grotesque, the connection between woman and beast, reflecting a savage, uncontrolled element to the demure and passive female, was clearly something that Victoria and her contemporaries sought consistently if vainly to ignore or eradicate.

Religion, Science and Childbirth

There is one final point to make in relation to Queen Victoria.  Her role in the discussion of pregnancy in the nineteenth century is important from a number of perspectives.  She functions in several ways on a symbolic level, but her personal, private choices were also rendered public by her royal status.  In short, the country wished both to know about and to imitate her actions.  Pregnancy, birth and the multiple theories and practices surrounding it were clearly subjects that generated a vast amount of tension between the sexes.  As the century developed, the patriarchy became increasingly concerned with controlling pregnancy and birth.  By its very nature, however, pregnancy could not be reintegrated in any straightforward way into the male domain.  





By the nineteenth century the medical was being absorbed and adapted by the ideological.  If the idea of physical exercise as damaging to pregnant women’s health had its detractors, the suggestion of the pernicious influence of mental or emotional strain on both mother and unborn child took a firm hold on the public mind.  Hardy himself makes a contribution to this facet of nineteenth-century fiction.  In The Mayor of Casterbridge, the shock of seeing herself represented in the skimmity-ride and believing her relationship with Henchard to be generally known causes Lucetta to lose both her unborn child and her life.  Sue Bridehead, meanwhile, suffers a miscarriage on discovering the bodies of her and Jude’s children.  

Other literary works that draw on myths of pregnancy include Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), which plays on society’s fears surrounding an unnatural genesis.  Maria (1798), penned by her mother Mary Wollstonecraft, shows a clear association between mental turmoil and physical illness.  Reflecting on her situation, Maria writes, “I felt very forcibly the effect which perturbation of spirits produces on a woman in my situation.  The apprehension of a miscarriage, obliged me to confine myself to my apartment near a fortnight”.​[306]​  Texts such as these indicate the beginning of a trend that continued throughout the nineteenth century.  In Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) Cathy’s pregnancy exacerbates her descent into mental and physical illness triggered by Edgar’s demand that she choose between him and Heathcliff.  The physical effort of a premature birth causes her further deterioration and eventual death.  Heathcliff’s child with Isabella, born after Isabella suffers mental and physical abuse from Heathcliff, is a sickly petulant child who dies before reaching adulthood.  

This trend in literature is understandable when it is considered in comparison with the medical literature of the day.  Although it was widely held that women should be protected from any severe mental or emotional trauma during pregnancy, several prominent doctors during the course of the nineteenth century extended this suggestion to encompass any form of mental exertion.  So while in literature such ideas were being used to play with public emotion, evoking anything from sympathy to fear, in the popular press the treatment of pregnant women sparked off much larger debates, with discussions on the education of women, their role in private and public life, even questioning their purpose for being.  By the mid-nineteenth century this topic was hotly debated, and while it is not the purpose of this study to explore that debate, it is worth noting that one of the consequences of such discussion on the implications of pregnancy was to turn every aspect of womanhood into a matter for public consumption.  Thus the debate about the behaviour of pregnant women reflects the changing attitudes of society to the role and purpose of women.  The refusal of society to acknowledge the individual identity of the child – its susceptibility to the child myth and the need to write these myths over the actual identity of the child – begins by implication to affect the identity of any woman carrying a child.  

Childbirth, the Child, and Social and Natural Laws

In writing Lucetta Farfrae’s miscarriage Hardy brought together the themes of pregnancy and death.  He does the same with Thomasin’s ‘illness’, the deaths of Fanny Robin and her child and of Sue’s unborn child.  Pregnancy also leads to the death of individual identity for these women.  Thomasin, never a strong character, retreats wholly into the role of doting mother.  Sue returns to her husband and a life of penitence.  While as far as possible ignoring the physical fact of it, Hardy uses the implications of pregnancy to represent, often brutally, how dependent a woman is forced to become on her husband, and also how easily she can be reduced from woman to possession or object.  

In focusing on this aspect of pregnancy Hardy is refuting the middle-class idea of civic maternity.​[307]​  Civic maternity offered an alternative understanding of pregnancy, repositioning the pregnant woman as a central figure of social and evolutionary importance.  However, civic maternity gave this significance only to middle-class women, who were figured as agents of the regeneration of the race, in contrast to their working-class compatriots.  While Hardy’s working-class heroines bear sickly children who die young, he does not overtly engage with this discourse.  His refusal to do so is significant.  Hardy’s working-class heroines are already disenfranchised, while the middle-class ones, Lucetta and Viviette, are in vulnerable positions.  Pregnancy for these women cannot be a route to power.  In fact it is quite the opposite.  In not addressing civic maternity, Hardy is showing his awareness of the multiple myths surrounding pregnancy.  He rejects the qualified, middle-class counter myth of civic maternity in order to explore the dominant ideology: the powerless pregnant body.  Hardy’s depiction of pregnancy is a continuation of his depiction of the child.  The pregnant woman in these novels can neither escape nor conceal her condition.  Through the child she carries she becomes overwhelmed by the mythology, losing her identity in the process. 

This idea is borne out by Lucetta’s miscarriage and death.  Her pregnancy has robbed her of her identity and power.  She is overtaken by the stereotype of the emotional, irrational woman who, carrying a child, acts like one.  Her thoughts and desires can therefore be conveniently dismissed or ignored.  Before she is physically erased by death, Lucetta is mentally erased by the ideological implications of her pregnancy.  The figure of the child – even before it is born – is permitted no individual identity.  The free mapping of symbolisms onto this figure assumes that the child exists only as a blank space.  When a woman is pregnant she too becomes a blank space onto which symbolic significance can be inscribed.  But while the child is assumed never to have had an identity, the woman’s must be ignored or erased.  Hardy uses the pregnant woman to highlight the violation that this constitutes.

Hardy uses Viviette Constantine’s pregnancy in Two on a Tower in much the same way as he did Lucetta’s.  It is introduced primarily as a plot device, as Viviette is (through a series of plot twists that cause her to believe otherwise) unmarried at the time of the conception and, as her lover has recently departed the country, she is forced to save her reputation by marrying a man that she does not love.  Hardy plays on familiar themes of heredity, illegitimacy and sexuality.  Once again we see a woman betrayed by her physical body, in this case forgoing her own happiness for a child she neither planned nor desired.  Her individuality is sacrificed to her role as pregnant woman.  Viviette herself is aware that she has now become part of a wider mythology.  She can either become a fallen woman or dutiful wife.  Her own identity has been summarily rewritten by the existence of the child in her belly.  

In more abstract terms it represents the victory of flesh over spirit.  The tensions of the text are lessened as the lovers are parted irrevocably by Viviette’s precipitate marriage to the Bishop.  Her reputation is left intact but her life marked by the advent of the child.  In a further touch of irony, Viviette’s husband dies not long after the child is born, and she is free to marry Swithin, the child’s real father, on his return to the country.  The sight of him, however, affects her so greatly that she (in a supremely Hardyan touch) expires in his arms on the final page of the novel.  This leaves the child apparently parentless and Swithin with a painful decision, to claim the child as his and destroy his dead lover’s reputation as well as tarnishing the child’s future, or remain quiet and lose his only son.  The curse of a very immediate heredity echoes through the text.  The parents’ actions will leave a lasting mark on the life of the child, while the child has already, by his very existence, irrevocably marked the lives of both parents.  

Perhaps the most interesting point relates to the moment when Viviette realises that she is pregnant.  Pregnancy already exists as a contested space between feminine purity and the feminine grotesque, the private and the public spheres, but here it is the site of tension between the social and the natural law, or even between the real and the fantastic.  Hardy makes her condition immediately explicit, but her initial awareness of her state comes not from the physical symptoms, but rather a vision in the forest: “she saw, or thought she saw, a golden-haired, toddling child.  The child moved a step or two, and vanished behind a tree.  Lady Constantine … searched … but no child could she perceive or hear anywhere around”.​[308]​  This vision is quite unequivocal, and the child that is born does indeed strongly resemble the child that Viviette sees that day in the woods.  This vision of the Romantic ideal of the child shows Hardy’s engagement with the complexities of the mythologies surrounding the figure of the child.  The Romantic vision ironically signals potential ruin for Viviette.  There could not be a clearer indication of Hardy’s interest in and understanding of the child myth.  In a typically Hardyan twist, he reveals this by the inclusion in the tale of an actual mythical child.  

The scene is also a comment on the constricting nature of the class structure that is challenged throughout the novel.  The vision occurs in the wood, a space outside the bounds of society and its conventions.  In the wood and the tower Swithin and Viviette meet as equals.  Their relationship blooms according to natural, not social law, and their child is conceived according to the same.  Her vision, however, reminds Viviette of the consequences of acting according to one and not the other.  Falling pregnant while still unmarried may not be against nature but would result in her social ostracism was it to become generally known.  The tension of the novel, between natural and social, as between flesh and spirit, here reaches its highest point and is resolved.  Viviette returns to the forest – the scene of her greatest moments of happiness and freedom – with the child.  But from this moment on her life is governed solely by the laws of society.  Nature, while seeming to offer freedom, has betrayed her. 








5. The Child and the Family

The child is uniquely available for mythologisation.  To fully exploit the mythologising process, the child is often depicted in isolation, orphaned or with inadequate or absent parents.  However, the child within the family unit is also subject to the mythologising process.  This child is linked to myths of dependency and responsibility.  The family reinforces the child’s identity, but is also a way to control and contain it.  The child without a family can therefore become a threat to the social order.  Within the family unit, the child remains a child even when it has reached physical maturity, tied to the other members of the family unit.  This chapter looks at the relationship between the grown-up child and the family, informed by an awareness of the functions and needs of the family unit in nineteenth-century society, and the ways in which Hardy uses the family to explore ideas about class and gender.

By the nineteenth century the family had developed a mythology of its own.  The family unit existed as a united functioning whole with each member bound to the others by ties of love and duty.  It incorporated legal and ideological discourses of gender and power to reinforce traditional gender roles and patriarchal power structures.  The myth of the family was perpetuated – like other myths – in literature and popular culture, but it was also a powerful political tool.

Lord Shaftesbury, whose undoubted aim was the improvement of the lot of nineteenth-century working-class children, nonetheless opposed any suggestion that education of children should be compulsory.​[310]​  He saw this idea as a challenge to the sanctity of the family unit, and the right of any parent to bring up their child as they wished.  The inviolate nature of the family, and the idea of the child as property of the parent, continued to be accepted throughout the nineteenth century.  The fear of the destabilisation of the family unit sprang from two sources.  At the time, it was widely held that the family was the unit sanctioned and sanctified by God and enshrined in thousands of years of biblical tradition.  To interfere with the family was to challenge this sanctity.  Equally, the family unit, in which a group of dependents was entirely subject to patriarchal authority, was a mirror and representation of the state.  Henry Havelock Ellis recognises this when he writes, “in the marriage system that has prevailed in our world for several thousand years, a certain hierarchy, or sacred order in authority, has throughout been recognised.  The family has been regarded as a small state of which the husband and father is head”.​[311]​  

Questioning the authority of the family structure was seen as a dangerous path towards raising questions about the authority of the state.  Sally Ledger notes that “the establishment’s desire to defend marriage as an institution was underpinned by a belief that, without conventional marriage and domestic arrangements, the social fabric upon which Victorian society was based would begin to crumble.  Walter Besant, in a polemic against the New Woman writers in 1890, asserted that ‘the preservation of the family is at the very foundation of our social system …’”.​[312]​  The connection between the parent and the child was enforced by both legislation and deeply entrenched public opinion.  The family unit, the interdependency of parent and child, was a tenet of faith and law.  The intricacies of this bond, however, remained largely unexplored.  The family unit was sacrosanct and therefore, as Shaftesbury’s assertion demonstrates, untouchable.

The myth of the family unit was actually very far from the reality.  Henry Havelock Ellis’s Little Essays of Love and Virtue (1922) includes a chapter entitled “Children and Parents” that reads the family unit as abused, fractured and distorted.  He argues that, by the nineteenth century, the bond between parent and child was being systematically abused.  The power of parents over their children has become such that “the parents often take as their moral right the services which should only be accepted, if accepted at all, as the offering of love and gratitude, and even reach a degree of domineering selfishness in which they refuse to believe that their children have any adult rights of their own, absorbing and drying up that physical and spiritual life-blood of their offspring which it is the parent’s part in nature to feed.  If the children are willing there is nothing to mitigate this process; if they are unwilling the result is often a disastrous conflict”.​[313]​  Havelock Ellis’s radical rereading of the family reflects Hardy’s depiction of the relationships between parents and children in his novels.​[314]​  Both identify the qualities that damage and damn many of those who try to parent others in the texts.

Havelock Ellis’s piece on parents and children informs this study in one other way.  Writing of the relationship between the parent and the child, and reflecting an awareness of Freud’s theories, Havelock Ellis states that “sexual love is closely related to paternal love”.  He goes on to argue that “there could not fail to be frequently a sexual tinge in the affection of a father for his daughter, of a mother for her son …  Needless to say that does not mean that there is present any physical desire of sex in the narrow sense; that would be a perversity, and a rare perversity”.​[315]​  Hardy raises the same spectres of sexual desire within the family unit.  In his novels he expands on and explores both the appearance of such desires and their motivations.  

The Child Without a Family

Bathsheba Everdene, heroine of Far From the Madding Crowd, has no family at all.  Her story is one of alienation and attempted reintegration.  I explore Hardy’s strategies of alienation in relation to Bathsheba and look at the ways in which this isolation is read as threatening by the narrator and the other characters.  I examine the other characters’ attempts to reintegrate Bathsheba into an established ideology that safely reconstructs her in the dependent roles of wife or child.  I finally examine her relationship with Gabriel.  Their eventual union, crossing class boundaries, also subverts gender roles in a way that allows them to form a fluid relationship of equals rather than one bound by rigid patriarchal social codes.  

Bathsheba, unmarried and without a family, is outside, and a threat to, a social order that categorises its members by their familial and marital relationships.  From her first appearance in the text Hardy makes it clear that Bathsheba’s role is to be an unconventional one.  Her first appearance forms a tableau that is to become representative of her appearance and actions throughout the novel.  Michael Millgate suggests that this scene “approximates to that of the Elizabethan dumb-show, symbolically establishing characters in their roles and foreshadowing the pattern of future events”.​[316]​  She is seated on a wagon, balanced on an assortment of household goods, and other items usually associated with women.  The “ornamental spring waggon, painted yellow and gaily marked … laden with … geraniums, myrtles and cactuses, together with a caged canary”​[317]​ offers a bizarre disparity with the surroundings that cannot be ignored.  The clash between indoors and outdoors, public and private, even masculine and feminine, is forced to the reader’s attention.  In bringing the accoutrements and behaviour of the private, domestic sphere into the public, outdoor world, Bathsheba manages to bring the feminine into what has previously been considered a masculine arena.  By including her bedroom furniture so prominently in his description of the scene, Hardy is also indicating there is a sexual element within the feminine.  If this tableau represents an indication of her role throughout the remainder in the text, strategies of alienation are already at work.  There is something incongruous and uncomfortable about the image that Hardy presents; it reflects the discomfort that Bathsheba will inflict on those within (and beyond) the text who wish to integrate her straightforwardly into systems of patriarchal power.  It also reveals the role that Bathsheba has in the novel.  She is a woman out of her traditional environment, trying to make a living in the man’s world of farming.  

Bathsheba may provide the impression that she is remaining passively among her domestic possessions, but she is in fact in the public sphere and in control of it.  Hardy further challenges convention with contradictory symbolism.  The canary “caged” and balanced on the wagon, is eyed by a cat “in a willow basket, from the partly opened lid of which the animal gazed with half-closed eyes”.​[318]​  These animals represent what is to come in the text.  Bathsheba at different points in the text is both cat and canary: desirer and desired, truly caged and only partially so.  Like the canary she is trapped by her own weaknesses into situations over which she has no control.  She is also misconceived as a canary by a number of men at various points in the text.  Oak, Boldwood, even Troy at times see Bathsheba as beautiful, decorative and easily tamed, they desire her as a possession, as a pet, as something to be cared for and protected, as something that has little or no will of its own.  But if the canary is how others wish to see her, she would align herself more with the cat.  She shares the cat’s more powerful position, its independence, and its distaste for even a temporary captivity.  She is also a victim of her own nature, and governed by her own desires.

This opening tableau also graphically represents Bathsheba’s isolation.  This isolation is partly of her choosing.  She ignores Gabriel’s generous gesture in offering to pay her toll, and takes pains to emphasise the place of her servant as well as attempting to assert her authority over the toll-keeper. But she also cuts a somewhat vulnerable figure, perched on top of her possessions and exposed to Gabriel’s covert observation as she examines herself in the mirror, an act that is more usually private and personal.  Her exposure to the hungry gaze of the farmer, and the narrator, seems to give them a sense of ownership.  The conclusions Gabriel draws from his observation (carefully conflated with the narrator’s) condemn Bathsheba for gazing at herself when “there was no necessity whatever for her looking in the glass”.​[319]​  There is a clear irony to this comment.  If Bathsheba has no need to be looking at herself in the mirror, neither does Gabriel have any need to be gazing at her so long, and so possessively.  The strategy so recognisable in any of Hardy’s novels, in which the woman is subjected to “a system of looks”​[320]​ from male characters and from the narrator, which they are powerless to avoid and which attempt to view them more as object than individual, is interestingly destabilised here.  Bathsheba remains isolated.  Gabriel’s attempt to ‘own’ her through looking fails.  

Gabriel and the narrator watch and judge Bathsheba, but she is also watching herself.  More usually in Hardy’s novels the gaze of the male characters, carefully allied with that of the narrator, indulges in a sustained scopophilia, examining the physical body of the female character in intense, lingering detail.  Bathsheba neatly unsettles this previously uncomplicated gaze by gazing equally uncomplicatedly at herself.  If Bathsheba is to be condemned for gazing at herself then surely Gabriel and the narrator should be condemned all the more for gazing so intimately and protractedly at Bathsheba.  Laura Mulvey, in her exploration of scopophilia in film, comments that when Freud writes about scopophilia, “his particular examples centre around the voyeuristic activities of children, their desire to see and make sure of the private and the forbidden”.​[321]​  By indulging so protractedly in this activity, Hardy’s characters, and his narrator, are revealed as in some way childlike.  Bathsheba herself is similarly revealed as a child, she gazes with equal, if more overtly guilty pleasure at herself.  In doing so she retains an autonomy the male gaze wishes to deny her.

Hardy refuses to permit Bathsheba’s straightforward integration into a patriarchal power structure that views woman as object or possession.  Her isolation – which can also be read as her independence – doubly assured by choice and necessity, is made increasingly apparent as the novel progresses.  She is depicted initially surrounded by so many belongings as to make it clear that she is moving home, and even her visit with her aunt is brief.  She moves on to Weatherbury and the unusual and lonely position of female owner and manager of a farm.  Her isolation is almost immediately established not just in immediate terms but also in a wider context.  She travels without the protection of a father or brother.  Nor is the aunt the matriarchal figure who could offer a point of authority to Bathsheba.  When a domestic crisis occurs it is Bathsheba – the guest and the younger woman – who takes charge and takes action. On being informed that there is no side-saddle she happily asserts that, “I can ride on the other: trust me”.​[322]​  Bathsheba has no family, aside from the incidental and ineffectual aunt who is neither protector nor dependent, and does not view her niece in either of those capacities.  We learn later that Bathsheba is travelling to Weatherbury to a farm left her by her uncle, but these early incursions of family in the text are all that Hardy offers.  From this point on, her family are only notable for their absence.  For example, when Troy asks Bathsheba if she reads French, she replies, “No: I began, but when I got to the verbs father died”.​[323]​  In other words, Bathsheba was after that too occupied by the necessity of doing things for herself.  Bathsheba’s family life and her childhood are neatly and profoundly excised from the text.  As Peter J. Casagrande notes, “Hardy’s abbreviated handling of Bathsheba’s childhood thwarts any attempt to understand her motives at the outset of the novel”.​[324]​  She resists a straightforward reading of her character, and is therefore a dangerous figure for those who – as a result of her lack of family – cannot locate her place in society.  

Bathsheba’s lack of family highlights her disconnection from the conventions of the Victorian social strata.  Hardy strips from her all of the social markers that would normally define a woman in the nineteenth century, and upsets those impressions that do form.  We are made forcibly aware of the importance of family in locating the characters in a novel.  By refusing to locate Bathsheba within a family – or make its lack a source of discomfiture to her – Hardy is rejecting the myth of the family.  According to literary conventions the lack of a family should create a vacuum.  While the other characters clearly regard Bathsheba’s apparent alienation or displacement as threatening, she is never shown as missing anything that a family would necessarily provide.

Not having a family gives Bathsheba a number of freedoms.  She has no dependents to support, nor is she subject to any form of parental authority, and as such is free to run her farm and her life as she chooses.​[325]​  But with these freedoms comes vulnerability.  She has no family to support or guide her, and so makes several dangerous and potentially fatal mistakes.  Her mistakes inadvertently lead to the death of her first husband, and the incarceration of the man who would be her second. Without the role and identity a family would provide, Bathsheba becomes a threatening unknown to the other characters in the novel.  Gabriel’s negative reaction to Bathsheba’s refusal to perform according to convention when they first meet is mirrored by other male characters in the text.  All read her as a blank space in need of an identity.  They are both angered and disconcerted when Bathsheba rejects the identities they project onto her.  

Bathsheba, while rejecting the identities projected onto her by others, is by no means certain of her own identity.  As a young woman suddenly thrust into a role of public authority, she struggles to reconcile her responsibilities as a farmer with her own desires and needs.  While performing an adult role in her public, business life, she remains a child in her personal one.​[326]​  This disparity is most apparent in her relationships with men.  The men in the text, meanwhile, see Bathsheba as a threat to the conventional domestic ideology they embrace.  Bathsheba, in taking on the running of the farm, has moved out of the private sphere and is making her mark on the public one.  Her childlike behaviour in her personal life conflates her suitors’ physical desire for her with a need to parent her.  The attempts by her suitors to parent her represent attempts to reintegrate her into the patriarchy, relegating her once more to the private domestic sphere and conforming to the contemporary ideology that infantilises the woman, rendering her controllable and powerless.  

The Child Myth as Protection for the Adult Woman

Peter J. Casagrande suggests that rather than developing into a mature woman during the course of the novel, Bathsheba remains “a volatile mixture of girl and woman”.​[327]​  It is true that in the opening image of the novel Gabriel reads her as a woman, the narrator more as a child.  While Gabriel sees a woman considering “likely dramas in which men would play a part”​[328]​ when he observes Bathsheba admiring herself in the mirror, the narrator asserts that “this was but conjecture”,​[329]​ and offers a reading of the situation that casts Bathsheba more as child than woman.  In fact, Bathsheba’s adherence to the role of child continues long after she has achieved maturity.  It becomes a conscious strategy of protection and resistance to those who wish to project a specific identity on to her.   

Hardy emphasises that Bathsheba is still in many ways a child at the opening of the novel, despite Gabriel’s misreading of her as a coquettish woman.  This misreading is encouraged when he is informed by her aunt that Bathsheba has “ever so many young men”​[330]​ courting her.  Gabriel, having come to make a proposal, leaves disappointed, without speaking to the object of his affection.  Bathsheba, on learning the purpose of his visit, follows him, and their conversation and the observations of the narrator highlight Bathsheba’s youth, and her comparative innocence.  Earlier she has attempted to flirt with Gabriel but her responses to him in this encounter are all those of an inexperienced girl.  The narrator strengthens this impression by describing her as “panting like a robin, her face red and moist from her exertions, like a peony petal before the sun dries off the dew”,​[331]​ connecting her explicitly to the natural world.  This aligns her to the myth of the Romantic child, at one “with nature, hence with an innocent purity”.​[332]​  The robin gives the impression of something small and fragile, but bold and inquisitive, and in no way coquettish or manipulative.  The peony in the dawn has overtones of a flower in its first bloom, barely touched by the sun.  It is an intense image of innocence and naïvety.  

Hardy makes it clear that Bathsheba is free of any deep feeling for Gabriel.  We are assured that Bathsheba is red, “not as it appeared from emotion, but from running”.​[333]​  The implication is clear.  Bathsheba may feel she has mismanaged the situation, but she is not motivated by anything approaching desire or love.  Her honest and ingenuous conversation reveals that she regrets her former attempt at coquetry, and wishes only to make the truth clear.  She says:

I didn’t know you had come (pant) to ask to have me, or I should have come in from the garden instantly.  I ran after you to say (pant) that my aunt had made a mistake in sending you away from courting me (pant) … It was quite a mistake – aunt’s telling you that I had a young man already … I haven’t a sweetheart at all (pant) and I never have had one, and I thought that, as times go with women, it was such a pity to send you away thinking that I had several.​[334]​ 

Gabriel, however, understands Bathsheba to be indicating that she has strong feelings for him, and that she does not wish him to be discouraged by a belief that there are other suitors.  He misses the subtlety of the phrasing and does not realise what Bathsheba truly means when she refers to a ‘mistake’.  Gabriel’s reading of this conversation is based on his reading of Bathsheba herself.  The scene is therefore a disturbing one, forcing both the characters involved to do some rapid re-evaluation of their previous assumptions.  

From the first Gabriel has misread Bathsheba, trying to understand her in relation to conventional gender roles that would cast her as desirous of ‘catching’ a man, and would also presuppose her acceptance of a proposal.  Gabriel becomes aware that he has misread Bathsheba, but cannot discover an adequate alternative reading.  Hardy refuses to allow his heroine to be easily incorporated into either gender or social conventions.  Her refusal to marry Gabriel constitutes a rejection of any attempt to integrate her into patriarchal power structures.  It also reveals her enjoyment of her continued independence.  To force her into a conventional role would be to strip her of both power and individuality.  Her rejection of Gabriel’s proposal reflects an instinctive awareness of this.

Bathsheba finds both protection and freedom in her childlike response to Gabriel.  Evidence of her youth and naïvety appears in this episode in abundance, not least in the panted and confused nature of her explanation, which is unmistakeably childlike in its delivery.  How much of this child behaviour is conscious is not clear.  She freely admits to never having had a sweetheart, and is only “half-conscious of the absurdity of the position she had made for herself”.​[335]​  Further, when Gabriel presses his suit, she claims to have difficulty concentrating on the idea: being “out of doors … my mind spreads away so”.​[336]​  This allows her to diffuse the situation, and avoid answering his questions.  When she considers his proposal, what appeals about marriage is that, “people would talk about me, and think I had won my battle, and I should feel triumphant”.​[337]​  Ultimately, however, she refuses him, despondent at the idea that, “whenever I looked up, there he’d be”.​[338]​  These childlike responses make her rejection of the proposal more acceptable, and while Gabriel is hurt, he is not angry.  In acting as a child Bathsheba frees herself from convention.  By consciously retaining this childlike element to her nature she resists succumbing entirely to social strictures.

Having taken her place as head of the farm and begun to settle into her role, Bathsheba relegates her childlike behaviour to her personal life.  She is supported in this by Liddy, her servant.  Bathsheba herself calls the girl “child”,​[339]​ and Liddy is described, neatly if somewhat devastatingly, as “like a little brook, though shallow … always rippling; her presence had not so much weight as to task thought, and yet enough to exercise it”.​[340]​  Although Bathsheba’s constant companion, Liddy has no influence over her.  Hardy makes it plain that this is as much to do with her social position as her character, stating that with Liddy Bathsheba exhibits “that total disregard of consistency which can be indulged in towards a dependent”.​[341]​  The implication is that while she is or should be taking on some form of maternal role she is doing quite the opposite.  She is flaunting social convention by this friendship with a servant, and Liddy’s character and social status combine to make this friendship an ideal space for Bathsheba to indulge the childlike element to her nature.  

Hardy is careful not to allow Bathsheba’s childlike behaviour to make her an unsympathetic character.  He carefully absolves her of blame for her naïve or thoughtless actions.  On Liddy’s suggestion Bathsheba sends a Valentine to Boldwood.  Ironically, she purchases the card to send to a small boy, the child of one of her employees.  She even writes the verse still with the child in mind, giving no thought at all to how it might be received by an adult.  The inclusion of a seal marked “Marry Me”, is balanced by the statement that “so very idly and unreflectively was this deed done”.​[342]​  Bathsheba does not mean harm or damage by her actions, and Hardy makes it clear that Boldwood’s response is disproportionate.  He asserts that his heroine, while having no idea how seriously Boldwood has taken her missive, still regrets “that a freak which had owed its existence as much to Liddy as to herself should ever have been undertaken, to disturb the placidity of a man she respected too highly to deliberately tease”.​[343]​  Bathsheba’s actions will later prove fatal for one of her unlucky suitors, and Hardy begins here pre-emptively to absolve her of blame.         

As a woman Bathsheba would conventionally be cast only as domestic matriarch, in charge of the home and family.  However, she has no children and, far more importantly, no husband or father to govern the world beyond her domestic sphere.  As a result she transgresses boundaries, and takes her place in a tradition of Hardy’s working women.  But while others are forced to work to support their families, Bathsheba has no one to support but herself.  She is unique in her desire to move in to this sphere.  She acts with relish rather than reluctance, and repeatedly refuses the offer of help from men who wish to assert their dominance.  She explicitly represents a threat to a social order that requires a man at the head of the social or familial unit.  This threat is apparently mitigated by her childlike behaviour in her private life.  While the men in her life view her as a child and therefore powerless, her behaviour actually allows her to evade romantic entanglements without blame.  Ultimately, Bathsheba is shown as resisting a conventional role in both private and public life.  

Bathsheba moves easily from role to role, assuming and discarding them as necessary.  In the Corn Exchange she is the consummate businesswoman, demonstrating “the professional pour into the hand – holding up the grains in her narrow palm for inspection, in perfect Casterbridge manner”.​[344]​  But she leaves this role behind when she climbs again into “the yellow gig”​[345]​ to return to the farm.  As with Gabriel’s first encounter with Bathsheba, she is surrounded by domestic accoutrements, including in this case “sugar, tea and drapery parcels”,​[346]​ the last especially signalling both the personal and feminine nature of her purchases.  Her ensuing discussion with Liddy about Boldwood is somewhat childlike, but markedly so when contrasted with her actions in the Corn Exchange, when she is clearly presented as fully capable of successfully running her own farm.  Her ability to move so easily through the separate spheres is reflected in Hardy’s clever juxtaposition of Bathsheba as businesswoman and feminine, domesticated woman.  She utilises myths both to explore and to conceal her identity.

Bathsheba uses myths to negotiate an identity in a position that is highly unusual.  As a farm manager she has taken on a role of responsibility.  She has to run the farm and take care of a number of dependents – her employees and their families.  She is generally successful, and most of the mistakes she makes can be seen as the result of a lack of experience, as opposed to a lack of maturity.  She functions well as the head of her small empire, taking a personal interest in her dependants but keeping a clear business head.  She fires her bailiff when he attempts to cheat her and her initial dependence on the advice of Henery Fray when meeting her new employees is tempered by an awareness of its limitations.  In the Corn Exchange she demonstrates her ability and her willingness to learn, and she continues in this vein throughout the text.  Her initial statement of her intentions to her employees, which includes such phrases as “if you serve me well, so shall I serve you”,​[347]​ and, “In short I shall astonish you all [with my industry]”​[348]​ reflects her understanding of the work involved and her desire to allay any misgivings her new employees might have.  Although the focus of the novel from this point on is the personal as opposed to the professional life of the characters, and the running of the farm comes to the fore only when some crisis or emergency occurs, these problems are the exception rather than the rule, and the farm is a prosperous one.  By the close of the novel Gabriel has “as yet neither money, house, nor furniture”, but Bathsheba has “a plethora of all three”.​[349]​  It is apparent that her attempt to run the farm has been a success. 

A consideration of both sides of Bathsheba’s life is the key to an understanding of her character.  By the close of the novel, Bathsheba is still “only three or four and twenty”,​[350]​ very young to take on the running of a farm.  At a point when Bathsheba is a young adult but in terms of experience still a child, she is placed in a position of wholly adult responsibility.  She rises to the occasion and performs almost uniformly in a mature manner when dealing with anything that relates to the responsibilities of her role as farmer.  She parents her approximation of a family very ably, but this is balanced by her childlike behaviour in her personal life, which does not change during the course of the novel.  Both Tess and Jude are caught to a degree in their childhoods by events that overtake them in their youth, but for Bathsheba the case is somewhat different.  Her end is not tragic perhaps because her childlike behaviour has both a conscious and a protective element.  While both Jude and Tess are weighed down by an awareness of their family and heritage, Bathsheba spares little if any thought for hers.  She inherits only the material possession of the farm, and the very nature of the business ensures that the focus is on the present and the future.  She is uniquely free to shape her own identity, and does so through a series of strategies of resistance to the attempts of others who would shape it for her.

Parenting the Parentless Child  

Bathsheba’s childlike behaviour in her private life rarely includes a consideration of the consequences of her actions.  One result, which she consistently fails to predict, is the reactions of men, whose desire for her often coincides with a need to parent her.  From the first, Gabriel feels a possessive instinct towards Bathsheba.  In their initial encounter he steps in to pay her toll, attempting to place himself in a protective, fatherly role in relation to her.  Despite the abortive nature of this attempt he continues to try to ‘parent’ her.  Nor is Gabriel by any means the only man in the text to construct Bathsheba as child.  From Henery Fray’s attempt to guide her business decisions to Boldwood’s fatherly chastisements about her behaviour, men repeatedly infantilise her.  The reasoning behind this behaviour is twofold.  It is not really surprising that Bathsheba’s childlike behaviour should provoke a paternal, protective response from those around her, and Boldwood especially is affected by this.  The extreme result of the initial contact between the two – the sending of the Valentine – leaves the inexperienced Bathsheba flustered and uncertain how to deal with Boldwood.  This uncertainty on her part gives Boldwood the opportunity to exercise some quasi-parental control over her.
  
To most of the novel’s characters Bathsheba’s existence – her social status and lack of family – is an anomaly.  A single woman without the protective and normalising influence of a father or older brother, with a good social position and financial independence, does not sit comfortably with nineteenth-century ideas.  Bathsheba represents a challenge to conventional patriarchal power and societal structures.  Her looks and position mean that she cannot be rejected and re-encoded as marginalised other, so the men of the novel struggle instead to integrate her into the patriarchy, constructing her in an image that sits more comfortably with their ideas about society and gender.  This becomes increasingly important when she demonstrates that she is able to run her farm without a husband or father to guide or govern her.  

Her childlike behaviour gives the men in the novel an opportunity to ‘understand’ Bathsheba in a way that reconciles her with the conventions of society.  Her business successes can be overlooked if the men can read her as a wayward child in need of parenting.  This leaves her freer to behave as she chooses than she would otherwise be.  Bathsheba’s childlike behaviour constitutes a way to resist patriarchal control without offering a direct challenge to it.  Male characters consistently indulge and forgive vagaries in her that they would not similarly ignore in a mature woman.

Troy’s behaviour towards her demonstrates this point.  He sees in Bathsheba, like the other men in the novel, the vulnerability of a lonely, inexperienced girl, but as with Boldwood the protective or controlling instincts of a parent collide with his recognition of her as a sexual being and his physical desire for her.  From their first meeting he seems desirous of controlling her, bending her to his will even while recognising that his desires differ from her own.  She inspires in him a mix of the two impulses: to protect/control and to possess sexually.  

When Troy first encounters Bathsheba he experiences a “new-born gallantry”​[351]​ and one of the first comments he makes to her as she struggles to untangle her dress from his spur is, “why should such a fair and dutiful girl have such an aversion to her father’s sex?”.​[352]​  He attempts to manipulate her understanding of him by casting their relationship as a father/daughter one, removing the overt threat of their close physical proximity while relishing her discomfort at being quite literally tied to him.  Troy uses the myth of the family to create in Bathsheba a sense of duty or obligation to him; he attempts to reinforce the physical tie with an emotional one.  This scene in fact reflects the dynamic of their relationship.  Bathsheba struggles throughout the text against the hold that he has over her, disliking both his control and her own powerlessness to free herself from him.  But if he unsettles her she is also drawn to him, and her struggles are sometimes more for show than from an earnest desire to escape him.  

This dynamic is repeated throughout the course of their relationship, but by the time he dramatically returns ‘from the dead’ to claim her, Bathsheba has shrugged off any feelings of duty or obligation, and Troy can no longer command her obedience.  When Troy says, “come home with me: come”, she does not.  He repeats the command, “‘come madam, do you hear what I say?’ he said peremptorily” until finally, “Troy stretched out his hand to pull her towards him, when she quickly shrank back”.​[353]​  Troy used a quasi-parental authority to reinforce his control over Bathsheba.  His actions towards her, however, are not those of a parent to a child.  He is neither protective nor nurturing.  His parental authority is eroded, and on his eventual return he is no longer able to assert it.

Troy’s feelings towards Bathsheba are by no means solely fatherly.  He often treats her as a child, and there is certainly a level on which his behaviour can be read as an attempt to reintegrate the unruly Bathsheba into the conventions of a patriarchy, but there is no doubt that he also desires her physically.  Troy more than any of the other men in the novel sees Bathsheba as a woman in the physical sense, and she responds in kind.  In fact, it is in her relationship with Troy that Bathsheba most closely achieves womanhood in terms of her own sexual awareness.  Their desire is unquestionably mutual, although her struggle against this desire is also noticeable.

Bathsheba is at once fascinated and repelled by Troy and by her physical reaction to him, but she succumbs and they are married.  Her marriage to Troy pushes her to recognise herself as an adult, sexual being in her private life, and disturbs the balance between public adult and private child.  As a result the running of the farm suffers.  She is no longer fully able to accept her adult responsibilities in her public life while trying to come to terms with them in her private life.  When the ricks are endangered by a rainstorm it is Gabriel alone who is aware of the danger, Bathsheba being distracted by her new role as wife.  She seemingly relinquishes her control of the farm to her husband, and only belatedly comes to help Gabriel in his attempts to save the ricks.  When she does so her conversation makes it clear that she cannot reconcile the two roles, and it is only the sight of a drunk and incapable Troy that drives her to act less the wife and more the farmer in her attempt to save her crops.  

Troy and Boldwood both fail in their attempts to parent Bathsheba, and her periodic retreats into childishness are a short-term defence strategy rather than a sustainable mode of existence.  In finding happiness for his heroine, Hardy must therefore provide a partner who views Bathsheba differently.  At the outset of the novel Gabriel seems to have the same approach to Bathsheba – the need to parent her – as Troy and Boldwood.  He pays her toll for her without offering any real consideration to how she might feel on the matter, and when she is less than grateful he is offended.  He can conceive only what she should have felt, and cannot understand what she actually feels.  But as the novel progresses Gabriel’s attitude towards Bathsheba changes.  When the ricks are damaged he appears to think scathingly of her, asking himself, “should the risk be run of deteriorating this bulk of corn to less than half its value because of the instability of a woman”.​[354]​  His feelings for her are actually more complex.  The narrator suggests that, “it is possible that there was this golden legend under the utilitarian one: ‘I will help to my last breath the woman I have loved so dearly’”.​[355]​  He does not wish to control or to parent but to help.


Gabriel’s change in attitude follows a change in his circumstances.  Formerly he was financially independent, and his class position was roughly equal to Bathsheba’s.  By this point in the novel he has lost his flock and been forced to find work as a shepherd, eventually as an employee of Bathsheba’s.  Due to his reduced circumstances he no longer considers himself as a possible suitor.  In fact, in contrast to the other men who wish to parent Bathsheba, he cannot, through parenting, reintegrate her into the patriarchy.  Marriage to him would now be a huge social step downwards, and moreover he currently occupies a position as her dependant.  If she can be read as a mother in her business life, he approximates far more closely to the role of child than of parent.  The dynamic of his relationship with Bathsheba differs from that in any of her other relationships with men.  His slide from suitor to employee and dependant represents the precariousness of his position.  Hardy subtly removes him from a conventionally masculine role, and his perspective changes accordingly.  Throughout the novel both Troy and Boldwood are referred to exclusively by their surnames, the name passed down from father to son, an assertion of their masculinity and their place in the patriarchy.  Gabriel, meanwhile, is called sometimes by his first, sometimes by his last name.  The others feature as “Farmer Boldwood”, or “Sergeant Troy”, firmly establishing their places in society, and their class positions.  Oak, meanwhile, begins are merely Gabriel Oak, and while other characters sometimes call him “Shepherd Oak”, to the narrator he remains as either “Oak”, or “Gabriel”.  The change sometimes occurs within the space of a single paragraph, and reflects the fluidity of his role.  

While Gabriel has gone through social alienation and a feminising process of reintegration at a lower social level, Bathsheba initially described an opposite trajectory.  The breakdown of her marriage and the incarceration of Boldwood have highlighted the precariousness of her situation, however, and both now occupy unconventional positions with regard to class and gender.  Marriage between the two allows both the freedom from social and gender constraints to continue to exist in more fluid roles.  Gabriel no longer needs to parent Bathsheba while she no longer needs to retreat into childlike behaviour to evade patriarchal control.  The destabilising element of physical desire is absent; Bathsheba is to Gabriel a “fascinating dream”.​[356]​  At the close of the text the two are negotiating a successful if unconventional relationship.  Through the absence of family this novel has opened up a space for a non-traditional, non-patriarchal family to form.​[357]​ 

Duty or Dependency – Fathers and Daughters in The Woodlanders

When The Woodlanders appeared in 1887 one reviewer noted that “Grace’s father … makes so terrible a mess of his own and his daughter’s life”,​[358]​ yet goes on to attribute this, in some degree at least, to Grace herself, for failing to live up to the high standards set for her by her parent.  In this novel Hardy looks at the complexities of the relationship between father and adult daughter by exploring two such relationships, that between middle-class Grace Melbury and her father and that between working-class Marty South and her father.  Class status underpins both relationships, but is only one of the ways in which the uncertain potency of the child’s status is revealed, even when that child has become an adult.  The relationships play out in very different ways. Havelock Ellis’s asserts: “the parents reach a degree of domineering selfishness in which they refuse to believe that their children have any adult rights of their own”.​[359]​

The relationship between Grace and her father drives the plot, with each major event marked by either Grace’s obedience to her father’s wishes, or her sporadic attempts to make her own choices.  Grace’s willingness to comply with her father’s changing ideas on whom she should marry creates much of the tension in the novel.  Much of the ‘terrible mess’ that Melbury creates has its origins in his preconceived ideas about the role and status of a daughter.  These ideas lead him to educate Grace to a degree which enables her to doubt her father’s choices, while her early upbringing robs her of the ability to voice her concerns to him.  Melbury undoubtedly loves his daughter, but essentially he views her as a possession.  He has educated her well “so as to make the gift as valuable a one as it lay in his power to bestow”.​[360]​  

The gift – Grace – is to be ‘given’ to local man Giles Winterbourne for a wrong that Melbury did to Giles’s father before the birth of their children.  As the novel progresses, however, Melbury begins to regret his intention, viewing Grace as too valuable a prize for Giles, who is her social and financial inferior.  Her father consistently regards Grace in terms of “the gem he had been at such pains in mounting”,​[361]​ at one point informing her that although she was more expensive than his other investments, she will “yield a better return”.​[362]​  Grace’s response – “‘Don’t think of me like that’ she begged, ‘A mere chattel’”​[363]​ – falls upon deaf, or rather uncomprehending, ears.  This incomprehension is the crux of the difficulties that beset their relationship.  Melbury, while doting on his daughter, cannot quite come to view her as anything more than his possession.  It does not occur to him that sending her away to school may have resulted in her developing a mind trained for independent thought.  Although Grace has grown into the adult, he continues to view her as a child onto which his own desires and intentions can be mapped.  His wish for her happiness is paramount, but it is his idea of what should make her happy that he pursues.  

To a degree Grace accepts and even participates in her father’s construction of her.  She accepts her role as a child and his possession.  As he negotiates the transactions that are her first marriage and her attempt at a second, as well as his abortive attempt to secure her a divorce, she remains in a largely passive role, guided, governed and bartered by him.  When her father suggests that they break the half-formed engagement to Giles, she makes no comment on her own feelings, but enquires after Giles, qualifying her question with the words, “I mention it, father, not as a matter of sentiment, but as a question of keeping faith”.​[364]​  Grace’s individual identity is difficult to locate, she plays the role of dutiful daughter so completely.  

Grace’s future husband Edred Fitzpiers also colludes in this reading of Grace as ‘Melbury’s child’ with no identity of her own.  Having mentioned his intention to court Grace, he seems settled in the minds of both her family and the narrator as her “betrothed”.​[365]​  His only – momentary – qualm is a wish that “Grace had not been quite so cheap for him”.​[366]​  Out of context it has financial and even sexual implications, but read in context it is little more than unease at Melbury’s eagerness to wed his daughter to Fitzpiers.  This and his fastidiousness in the face of the older man’s robust recounting of the expense he has gone to in educating his daughter initially appears in the doctor’s favour.  But his discomfort springs not from the consideration of woman as an ‘investment’, but rather his regret that his prospective father-in-law is so naked in his social ambition.  He accepts Melbury’s construction of his daughter’s character and supplements it by transferring the father’s desire for social advancement onto the daughter.  His assessment of her character is thus doubly removed from her actual identity.

Grace herself, aside from an occasional impulse towards independence,​[367]​ is all obedience to the wishes of her father.  Even when Fitzpiers suggests that they marry in a register office, her protests are silenced by his comment, “‘I have mentioned as much to your father, who has made no objection; and why should you?’”.​[368]​  She is the model of the conventional dutiful daughter.  Hardy does not shape a New Woman, agitating against the restrictive conventions of nineteenth-century society; she is instead quite ordinary.  She and her father have internalised the myth of the family, with the father as the authoritative head of his microcosmic state.  Grace does no more than her duty to her parent, and Melbury, in his actions, genuinely wishes his daughter happiness, however misguided his idea of what might facilitate that happiness.  In this way both characters are cast as victims.  We cannot blame the situation on a tyrannical father or a rebellious daughter.  Each family member – in accepting the myth – has fundamentally misunderstood the reality.   
	
Hardy uses the relationship between Grace and her father as a representation of the flawed and failing nature of nineteenth-century class structures.  Just as Tess and her mother’s class position rendered them unable to perform traditional parent and child roles, so Grace and Melbury’s class status gives Melbury an unjustified confidence in his ability as patriarch and allows him to read his daughter as a child when she has attained physical and mental maturity.
	
If the family is the state in microcosm, Hardy uses the family in The Woodlanders to expose another myth, that of the state as cohesive, functioning whole.  The fragmented nature of society is depicted in microcosm in the relationship between Grace and her father.  It is not the connection between father and daughter, but rather the profound disparity between the two that is emphasised.  Hardy reflects a society altering so rapidly that in one generation so much can change as to make child and parent incomprehensible to one another.  

This is highlighted by the issue of Grace’s education.  Melbury has paid to educate his daughter.  His intention has always been that she should be more fitted to the society in which they move than he.  Early in the novel Melbury informs his employees that as a small boy he was mocked by the parson’s son for a lack of knowledge of the classics.  The event impressed him greatly: “I went home and couldn’t sleep for shame … till I thought to myself, ‘They may laugh at me for my ignorance, but that was father’s fault, and none o’ my making, and I must bear it.  But they shall never laugh at my children’”.​[369]​  His drive to educate his daughter is based on his own feelings of alienation.  But Grace’s education, so extensive and encompassing such long periods away from her childhood home, alienates her hopelessly.  As Robert Kiely recognises, “Grace Melbury’s education alienates her from her family, her village, and her friend and lover, Giles Winterbourne”.​[370]​  On her return to Little Hintock she fails to recognise apples that before her departure would have been perfectly familiar to her, and Giles becomes aware that “it seemed as if the knowledge and interests which had formerly moved Grace’s mind had quite died away from her”.​[371]​  Grace, meanwhile, is aware as never before of the class differences between them: “She had fallen from the good old Hintock ways”.​[372]​  But these ‘good old Hintock ways’ are all that her father knows.  

The differences between parent and child come to represent the increasingly vast chasm between rich and poor, town and country, man and woman, in a society that is changing so rapidly that there is no opportunity for these changes to be assimilated or absorbed into its fabric.  Either one embraces the changes or one is left behind, confused and defunct.  Only Fitzpiers and Grace, who have made some attempt to embrace the new ways, are shown as having any real future.  The dwellers of Little Hintock are relics of a dying age.  Melbury’s incomprehension regarding his daughter can thus be extrapolated to represent the gradual destruction of a traditional way of life.  It is the fatal incomprehension of one generation for the next.

Grace, like Bathsheba before her, was vulnerable to the social ideology that conflated the woman and the child.  By the mid-nineteenth century Darwin had naturalised gender difference in terms of the mental as well as the physical.  In 1887, the same year that The Woodlanders was published, George John Romanes confidently asserted a differential psychology that was founded on opposition; qualities prevalent in one sex are weak or dormant in the other.  Thus, while men possess the reason, the intellect, “in women, as contrasted with men, [the emotions] are almost always less under control – more apt to break away, as it were, from the restraint of reason, and to overwhelm the mental chariot in disaster”.  The general emotional state of women was one of “comparative childishness”.  Not merely childlike, with its overtones of innocence and naïvety, but childishness, “a generally unreasonable temper”.​[373]​  The weakness of woman is predicated on the strength of men and vice versa.  To apply this to Grace and her suitors, if Grace is a child in need of parenting, the men who place themselves in relation to her must therefore be strong enough to parent.  Grace, however, is not a child.  The attempts to parent her fail.  They are based not so much on the need of her suitors to protect or nurture her but rather a recognition that this parenting will reinforce their own masculinity and patriarchal power.  The attempts to parent Grace are doubly futile.  First, she is not a child.  Her adoption of the role is a conscious one rooted in a sense of duty and a desire to please her father.  Secondly, the attempts by her suitors consistently fail because Giles and Fitzpiers, in trying to reinforce their patriarchal power, merely expose the fragility and precariousness of their positions. 

Fitzpiers initially appears in a strong position of patriarchal power.  Grammer Oliver’s initial description reveals him as a possible hero in the text, although “he belongs to the oldest, ancientest family in the country, he’s stooped to make hisself useful like any common man”.​[374]​  He has made a detailed study of philosophy and anatomy, is forward-thinking enough to be interested in the dissection of a human brain, yet little enough concerned about his social class to speak freely and cordially to a woman who is his servant.  As the text progresses, however, it is Fitzpiers’s weaknesses rather than his strengths that are emphasised.  Although his is an ancient name and his family has governed lands and men for centuries, he is not the heir to any family property and has, in fact, been forced to take up a profession in order to support himself.  The shame he feels this has brought to his aristocratic name is what drives him from his home county to Little Hintock.  Fitzpiers’s attempts to parent Grace are a way of overcoming his uncertainties about his own identity.  By defining himself as strong in relation to her weakness, he provides himself with a locus of identity independent of his class or financial position.  But Fitzpiers is unable to fulfil his role.  The legal guardianship of his wife is a task beyond him; he mistreats and abandons her.  

While Fitzpiers is initially presented as representing the power of culture and civilisation, Giles apparently embodies the power of the natural world.  “Autumn’s very brother”,​[375]​ he appears in harmony both with his surroundings and his employment.  In his natural habitat Giles is glorious.  The novel abounds with descriptions celebrating his virility and connections with the rhythms and vagaries of the natural world.  Grace sees him working at the cider press from the window of her hotel, “a young yeoman of prepossessing manner and aspect … fragments of apple-rind had alighted upon the brim of his hat – probably from the bursting of a bag – while brown pips of the same fruit were sticking among the down upon his fine round arms, and in his beard”.​[376]​  Giles, however, is part of a dying breed.  His method of employment is fast becoming outdated, and his moral code is the chivalry of another, mythical time, impracticable in the situations in which he finds himself.  His attempts to parent Grace reflect a need to counteract the emasculation he endures as a result of his class position, the loss of his home and the projected redundancy of his livelihood.  In the end, Giles is betrayed by both his nature, and the natural world.  When Grace is finally in his care, having fled from her returning husband to her admirer’s woodland hut, Giles stands so firmly on ceremony that he loses his life rather than see Grace subjected to any suggestion of impropriety.  

At the end of the novel Grace returns to her husband, who has long since ceased his attempts to parent her.   Fitzpiers’s need for his wife is now based on his realisation that Grace will be a fit partner in a life very far from his initial aspirations.  Grace, meanwhile, has made an adult choice based on her own desires.  Returning to Fitzpiers, Grace repeats a pattern that closes many of Hardy’s novels.  A couple, scarred but educated by their experiences, settle for a relationship that is a balance of hope and experience.  Cytherea Graye and Edward Springrove, Dick Dewey and Fancy Day, Gabriel Oak and Bathsheba Everdene, all meet similar fates at the close of their respective texts.  The Darwinian undercurrents of the text resurface in this final pairing.  Angelique Richardson’s expansion of the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’ as, “the survival of those who were most fitted to their environment, or able to fit into it, to adapt [Richardson’s italics]”​[377]​ can be applied here.  Grace, through her education and her experience of another environment during her time at school, recognises both the decay of her current environment and her ultimate unfitness for it.  She can adapt to a new environment with Fitzpiers, or at least a life beyond Little Hintock.  Fitzpiers, suffering the hereditary taint of an effete aristocracy – apparent in his physical and his moral weakness – is initially less able to adapt.  He does eventually learn from his experiences, however.  This adaptability is the key to their survival.  Both eventually reject the myths they have been subject to during the course of the text and as a result are able to adapt to an unknown future.

While Grace is suffering a series of inadequate attempts to parent her, Marty South, her working-class counterpart, is enduring the opposite.  The family connection between Marty and her father, while an affectionate one, is overshadowed by the financial necessity their class status imposes on them.  John South’s failing health makes them both dependent on Marty’s labour in order to survive.  His lifehold on the property in which they live, meanwhile, renders Marty dependent on her father, not in his role as patriarch but rather on the mere fact of his existence.  Hardy uses the myth of the family to expose the injustices and degradation inherent in a rural working-class existence.

From Marty’s first appearance in the text her class position is clear, as is Hardy’s sympathy for her.  She is labouring to whittle wooden spars, although it is evident that this is not her usual occupation.  The tools and the protective clothes that she wears are all described as being too large for her.  The ill-fitting garments reflect the unfitness of the girl for the work.  The narratorial gaze dwells on Marty’s hand, expressly refuting any idea that class position is a result of biology: “as with so many right hands born to manual labour, there was nothing in its fundamental shape to bear out the physiological conventionalism that gradations of birth show themselves primarily in the form of this member”.​[378]​  Marty has had this occupation forced on her by circumstance.  

Hardy initially highlights the individuality of the girl, dwelling on the expression on her face and noting, “she has but little pretension to beauty, save on one prominent particular – her hair”.​[379]​  The barber who watches her, however, sees “the girl’s hair alone, as the focus of observation, [it] was depicted with intensity and distinctness, while her face, shoulders, hands, and figure in general were a blurred mass of unimportant detail lost in haze and obscurity”.​[380]​  The value systems by which this girl is assessed by her observers are abruptly exposed.  The narrator may appreciate the beauty of the girl but the barber is assessing her as a commodity.  In looking at her he sees only what is saleable – her hair.  The degradation implicit in her current occupation – the “red and blistering”​[381]​ palm shows a need for the hardening of the skin and the person in order to continue with the hard manual labour – has opened the way for further degradation.  Marty’s poverty allows those around her to view her as a commodity.​[382]​  Moreover, she is vulnerable enough – as a result of this poverty – to collude in her own commodification.

This commodification is a result of her class position, but she colludes in it as a result of her perceived duty to her father.  Like Grace, she is punished for performing the role of a dutiful daughter.  The injustice of such a viewpoint is made clear by the narrator’s interpretation of Marty and her situation.  Marty is even forced into participating in her own commodification.  When she hands the completed spars to Giles it is apparent that the completion of the labour, not the identity of the labourer, is what is important.  She is reduced to the value of her own labour.  When the barber asks her how much she earns from making spars, her quick rejoinder, “hush – father’s upstairs awake, and he don’t know that I am doing his work”,​[383]​ reveals both Marty’s motivation and her poverty.  Marty’s need to protect and financially support her father has forced her to take on his work.  This is a direct inversion of the conventional family roles, in which a father was responsible for his daughter.  John South’s assumption that Marty will support him reflects Havelock Ellis’s view of the parent as domineeringly selfish.  Melbury used his parental authority to assume too great a responsibility for his daughter, relegating her to the role of child rather than thinking, feeling, individual.  Marty, too, loses her individuality, in this case not from having too much parenting, but having too little.  While in no way behaving as a father, John South uses Marty’s sense of pity for and duty to her parent to compel her to support him.  Hardy is revealing the damaging effect that class can have on family relationships.  Grace, by virtue of her middle-class status, is not allowed enough autonomy.  Working-class Marty, meanwhile, is expected to assume too much responsibility.

Marty’s class situation strips her of her individuality and her conventional role.  The same is true of her father.  South is so far from the conventional figure of patriarchal authority – represented in its essentials by George Melbury – as to be almost a parody.  His influence on Marty is not one of male authority but rather one born of pity and economic necessity.  South, emasculated on a more general level by his class position, is now also emasculated on an individual level.  He is no longer able to perform as a man.  He has failed as a provider, he has failed as an authority figure and he has failed as a father.  In this way the relationship between parent and child becomes for Hardy the site of a final exposure of the damage wrought by nineteenth-century ideologies of class.

Hardy’s negative presentation of fathers reflects the inadequacies of patriarchal systems of government and societal structures.  If the individual cannot fulfil his function as head of a household, how can the state, as an extension of that template, not suffer?  There is ample evidence of Hardy’s concerns about patriarchal power structures in his texts.​[384]​  Hardy is also attempting to demonstrate that in nineteenth-century society roles that had been clearly defined were crumbling.  Men felt increasingly unsure about their place in society and increasingly emasculated.  The working-class men who had worked on the land gradually lost their livelihoods to machines and technology.  South is a victim of the decay of the rural way of life that Hardy describes in Tess of the D’Urbervilles:

As the long holdings fell in, they were seldom again let to similar tenants, and were mostly pulled down, if not absolutely required by the farmer for his hands.  Cottagers who were not directly employed upon the land were looked upon with disfavour, and the banishment of some starved the trade of others, who were thus obliged to follow.​[385]​

The way of life in which South and other working-class men in the novels were raised and employed, which provided them with a livelihood and a sense of identity, is disappearing.  This, as much as South’s illness or Durbeyfield’s indolence, is what emasculates them and prevents them fulfilling the traditional role of the father.  Hardy uses the family myth to expose the inadequacies of other, wider myths of class and gender.

‘A Rare Perversion’: Mother Love in The Return of the Native

Clym Yeobright in The Return of the Native clings to the child myth in the face of encroaching maturity.  Like Jude, he uses this as a way to escape or evade aspects of his adult masculinity and protect his childhood dreams.  Unlike Jude, Clym has a mother who is participating in her own mythologisation of her son.  The relationship between Clym and his mother parallels the framework of desire and discovery of the Oedipus tale, but the mutual desires that permeate their relationship are far more complex than straightforward sexual attraction.  The relationship, although often sidelined by critics more interested in romantic connections in the text, is in fact central to the novel.  The connection between the two drives the plot, and spans the whole course of the text.  It is Clym’s attachment to his mother (and his attendant identity as child) that at least partially motivates the return of this native. Even at the close of the novel, long after Mrs Yeobright’s death, the reader’s final glimpse of Clym sees him preaching his own individual doctrine based upon the text from I Kings ii. 19–20 which concludes, “ask on, my mother: for I will not say thee nay”.​[386]​  

The relationship between mother and son is complex.  These closing words of the novel could serve as an epitaph for the relationship.  But Michael Herbert follows Phillip Mallett in noting that the context of the quotation somewhat undermines the ostensible message.  In fact, this is a biblical example of filial disobedience; Solomon disobeys his mother and has his half-brother put to death.  Herbert suggests that Hardy may be prompting the reader to look deeper and pursue the allusion, as he has done so many times in the course of this novel.​[387]​  However, Clym himself reads his scripture very selectively, speaking only on “morally unimpeachable subjects … (leaving) alone creeds and systems of philosophy, finding enough and more than enough to occupy his tongue in the opinions and actions common to all good men”.​[388]​  As Solomon’s behaviour could hardly be described as such, perhaps Clym contented himself with the short text itself, ignoring any wider references.  This reference is therefore a fitting epitaph for the relationship between Clym and his mother, reflecting the complexities of their feelings towards each other, the apparent devotion that may or may not have concealed any number of other, less palatable feelings.  Despite the intense attachment between mother and son, the conflicts between them drive the novel’s plot forward far more forcefully than their moments of mutual affection and familial peace. 

The relationship between Clym Yeobright and his mother frames the novel, driving the action and remaining a constant even after the death of Mrs Yeobright.  Hardy uses the figure of the child (although an adult, Clym clearly identifies himself as a child through his relationship with his mother) to destabilise gender roles.  Mrs Yeobright’s attitude to her son is tempered by her awareness of him as a man.  

I wish to situate my ideas about the relationship between Clym and his mother within the wider context of a theme that runs throughout the novels.  The inter-relation and interplay between familial and sexual relationships has surfaced in a number of different guises in many of Hardy’s novels.  The class and financial position of the characters make this interplay inevitable.  The bonds of love and blood that should connect a family are overshadowed and distorted by the need to provide for it, financially and socially.  In this way, issues of money and of physical desirability become relevant, even necessary to the family unit.  The connection between parent and child, even brother and sister, is tempered by an understanding of the child or sibling’s physical attractiveness, and a comprehension that this attractiveness, used judicially, can purchase financial and social security not only for the central player, but also for their family.​[389]​  Introducing the concept of sexual desire into the family unit opens the way for a number of trangressive and disturbing possibilities.  The blurring sexual desire and the familial love is a trope that appears in a number of Hardy’s novels.​[390]​  As Havelock Ellis noted, “there could not fail to be frequently a sexual tinge in the affection … of a mother for her son”.​[391]​  

Hardy uses Clym and Mrs Yeobright’s relationship to raise the spectre of incestuous love, through the direct invocation of the Oedipus myth.  He then employs a complex combination of allusion and symbolism, which allows them to reject any semblance of physical desire within their relationship.  It is transformed into a sentimental quasi-beatification of the mother on the part of a child who is, at the close of the novel, figured as Christ-like.  Such a reimagining of their relationship reflects both mother and son’s ability to reject or ignore anything uncongenial or threatening to them (for example, financial insecurity or sexual desire).  The child figure provides a ‘safe’ locus of identity within which Clym can locate himself in order to escape his adult responsibilities and sexual desires. 

A number of critics have noticed that Hardy, in constructing The Return of the Native, was clearly influenced both by the structure and style of the Greek tragedies.  Michael Millgate cites John Paterson, who, “in his study of the genesis of The Return of the Native ... argues that the book … employed classical allusion and even technical features of the classical drama in an attempt to achieve ‘a formal and structural parallel with Greek tragedy’”.​[392]​  F. R. Southerington equally sees Hardy as “attempting to write a novel in some ways parallel with a Greek tragedy”,​[393]​ though with limited success.  The influence of the Greek tragedy is also apparent in the mother-son relationship.  Millgate notes a comparison between Clym and Oedipus,​[394]​ who in Sophocles’s play unwittingly kills his father and marries his mother, and on realising what he has done, blinds himself.  While Clym’s father is dead, when the text opens Clym clearly functions in many ways as a replacement, in both his own eyes and his mother’s.  They do not engage in a physical relationship, but the death of Clym’s mother is clearly a shattering event, and as a result of it Clym suffers both a literal and a metaphorical blindness.  It is on hearing of his mother’s death that Clym’s association with Oedipus becomes explicit (at least in every edition after the 1895 one), for the description of Clym includes the statement that “his mouth had passed into the phase more or less imaginatively rendered in studies of Oedipus” (382).  Each character desires the other, but for what they are or come to represent far more than in any physical way.  

When Michael Millgate cites Hardy’s own rating of the characters in the text, he notes that Mrs Yeobright comes fifth in the order of importance, but qualifies the statement with the comment: “Hardy is presumably thinking here in terms of the specifically narrative aspects of the serial version”.​[395]​  But Mrs Yeobright is a strong and complex character, the impetus for much of the action in the novel.  She remains a presence even after her death.  Her life story is one of frustrated hopes, disappointment, and the abandonment or qualification of cherished dreams.  It reflects the experiences of every other character in the novel.  She becomes the essential mother in the text having lived the experiences of the other characters before they do.  She remains both human and fallible despite these experiences, and her petty jealousies and small disappointments render her both sympathetic and believable.  

Mrs Yeobright’s role as mother defines her.  As Penny Boumelha says, “Mrs Yeobright’s relationship with Clym … is unparalleled in the fiction in the inextricable intertwining of their lives and emotions.  She lives vicariously through her son”.​[396]​  Her hopes and dreams are rooted in him and her disappointment when he returns from Paris is obvious.  What she desires in her child is the opportunity to remake her own life.  Comments such as Captain Vye’s “she was obliged to live as her husband did” (137) reveal that her life has not been the one she either wished for or intended.  Clym offers his mother the chance to achieve, through him, all the things that she desired.  Her role as mother goes beyond the physical act of creating a child.  She tries to continue the process of creation as Clym grows up, a strange extension of the initial act of birth/creation.  

Mrs Yeobright is partly driven to this shaping of her child by her fear that Clym’s dead father will prove the pervasive influence in his life and her child will become, not the opportunity to erase her mistakes, but the punishment of reliving them.  In moulding Clym she also seems to be reconstructing her husband, not as the man he was but as the man she wished him to be.  This likeness between husband and son, however much she seems to consciously fear and reject it, hovers consistently around the edges of the text.  When Clym returns and confesses he has given up his Paris business, she exclaims, “I suppose you will be like your father; like him, you are weary of doing well”.​[397]​  The function of this and other similar comments is dual.  Mrs Yeobright explicitly figures the son as a replacement for or reworking of the father, but it is also made clear that the invasive influence of the past, however much she may wish it to be expunged, is ever present.  

Clym’s relationship with his mother is undeniably, inescapably based on desire.  This desire is continually displaced away from the physical, while at the same time repeating the impossibility of such a displacement.  The narrative becomes a pattern of attraction and rejection/disappointment.  Clym returns home in part to be physically closer to his mother, although he represents this to himself as a desire to achieve in his life what she has in hers – a life on Egdon Heath existing as one of the community yet socially elevated from it, integrated yet respected.  At different points in the text both Clym and his mother try to reconstruct each other in an image that suits them, and in so doing ignore the other’s reluctance to adopt such a role.  Mrs Yeobright sees her son as a diamond merchant achieving financial and social success, and is unwilling to recognise his own dissatisfaction with such a role.  Clym, meanwhile, cherishes an image of a mother who supports and understands him in his every action, and is therefore much upset by her opposition to his relationship with Eustacia.

With Clym’s marriage the two disparate strands of their relationship collide.  Clym, disillusioned by his mother’s refusal to play the role in which he has cast her, weds Eustacia, literally creating another Mrs Yeobright.  His mythologisation of the relationship he has with his mother has failed to sustain him in his construction of his own identity, so he recasts himself (as Giles and Fitzpiers tried to in The Woodlanders) as a husband/father figure to Eustacia.  He finds, however, that Eustacia is even less willing to participate in his self-mythologising than his mother.  When the older Mrs Yeobright asks him what he will do once he is married, he replies, “keep a school in Budmouth, as I have told you”,​[398]​ yet Eustacia offers not the slightest indication that she would agree to this plan, if anything quite the opposite.  She is firm in her desire to live with Clym in Paris.  The marriage is even unhappier than the mother-son relationship, and Clym, frustrated in all his desires, retreats from both.  

The marriage has highlighted the element of this mother-son relationship that cannot be ignored.  On hearing of Clym’s impending marriage Mrs Yeobright reacts more in the vein of a disappointed lover than a concerned mother, vehemently opposing Eustacia, although admitting, “I have no proofs against her”.​[399]​  Mrs Yeobright’s attacks on Eustacia are personal, and only tangentially based on her suitability as a wife for Clym.  She even admits that it is as much the fact of him wishing to marry as his choice of wife: “if she had been a good girl it would have been bad enough, but being – ”.​[400]​  Ian Gregor argues that these various reasons “simply act as a cover for an innate antagonism towards anyone who competes for Clym’s love”.​[401]​  Even Eustacia reacts accordingly.  Her rejection of her mother-in-law, and her refusal to open the door to the woman – leading to Mrs Yeobright’s death as she attempts to return home across the moor – is as much the elimination of one woman by her love rival as a daughter-in-law struggling to escape matriarchal displeasure.  The antagonism between the two women reflects the blurring of boundaries in the tripartite relationship.  

Clym’s relationship with Eustacia has inspired in him a physical desire for her, which he can neither entirely embrace nor reject.  He attempts to incorporate this desire into a construction of himself as a virile seducer, but the attempt is doomed to failure.  The desire he feels for Eustacia, while strong, is transitory, and even before they are married it is clear that he is uncomfortable with the physical side of their relationship.  He sees his desire for her as a baser instinct, one that clouds both his judgement and his self-control, causing him to make choices that he later regrets.  Clym comes to recognise the ‘desiring’ part of himself as not a true reflection of his character but rather an infringement on it.  This is apparent even when he agrees to marry Eustacia immediately, the language used suggesting that he is making a mistake: “his feelings were high, the moment was passionate, and he cut the knot”.​[402]​  This inauspicious beginning is reflected in his later feeling that “now that he had reached a cooler moment he would have preferred a less hasty marriage; but the card was laid, and he was determined to abide by the game”.​[403]​  This and similar moments in which the physical proximity of Eustacia causes Clym to act in a way he later regrets challenge the narrator’s somewhat dubious assertion that, “his love was as chaste as that of Petrarch for his Laura”.​[404]​  His final rejection of Eustacia, in which he refuses to look at her – “he turned his eyes aside, that he might not be tempted to softness”​[405]​ – reflects his awareness of and discomfort with her physical attractiveness and his own reaction to it.

While Clym’s decision to marry represents a brief acknowledgement of his sexual self, the death of his mother leads him to wholly reject that side of his nature.  At the very moment in which Clym’s relationship with his mother is explicitly indicated by Hardy to have elements beyond the conventions of the mother-son relationship – the plain description of Clym as Oedipus – the complications raised by such a redefinition of their relationship are averted by her death.  This is a pivotal point in the text.  The death of Mrs Yeobright should free Clym from her influence, and from his need for that influence.  No longer torn between the roles of husband and son, he could step into a more virile, masculine, adult role.  But this is exactly what he does not do.

Hardy’s first description of Clym opens with the words, “in Clym Yeobright’s face could be dimly seen the typical countenance of the future”,​[406]​ and continues, “the only absolute certainty about him was that he would not stand still in the circumstances to which he had been born”.​[407]​  The impression given is that Clym is a man of progress; his trajectory through life and therefore through the text is figured as a forward one.  As protagonist his role would conventionally include a progression from the opening to the closing of the text.  The title, however, refutes this idea and holds the clue to Clym’s actual passage through the novel.  Following the death of his mother he refuses to progress any further, choosing instead to attempt to regress as far as possible.  This regression centres on his relationship with his mother.  As he draws back from the adult role as husband and provider, he regresses to his former role as child.  The tensions that existed between them in life are now neatly and necessarily expunged.  Clym is free to mythologise his mother without reference to the fallible, human reality.  Her irrational jealousy of Eustacia is forgotten, recast as words of wisdom and insight.  This mythologisation of his mother permits him to retreat uncomplicatedly into the role of child, escaping his adult responsibilities and embracing the identity he is most comfortable in.

Clym’s mythologisation of his mother begins almost immediately.  When he first recovers from the illness caused by seeing her die, he declares that, “‘she could not bring herself to forgive’”.​[408]​  Yet later, on learning more of the circumstances of her death, he launches into a eulogy that presents an increasingly distorted view of Mrs Yeobright.  This coincides with an increasing demonisation of Eustacia.  At one point – quite without justification – Clym states, “‘you hated her just as she was learning to love you’”.​[409]​  The two women seem to reflect two halves of Clym’s character.  In rejecting Eustacia he is rejecting a side of himself, as well as any sense of responsibility for his mother’s death.  The two women from this point slide – in Clym’s understanding – into opposing extremes: the virginal angel woman and the duplicitous adulterer.  It is no accident that the discovery of Mrs Yeobright’s visit by Clym coincides with his discovery of Eustacia’s apparent infidelity.  The burgeoning sexuality that has marked his relationship with Eustacia is immediately figured as both negative and a sham.  Clym rejects utterly the sexual side of his nature while recreating a mother who fits ever more closely with the virgin-angel ideal he now cherishes.  Both actions reinforce his self-mythologisation as a perfect child.  

Clym’s mythologisation of his mother after her death inverts the normal parent-child relationship.  While alive, she created and shaped him.  Now she is dead, he performs the same task for her.  He ‘creates’ her, nurturing his ideal of her as a parent would a child, and this ideal grows and develops during the second part of the text.  But if on some strange level Clym progresses to parenthood, he also, far more literally and more powerfully, regresses to childhood.  Children eventually come to realise that their parents are human and fallible.  This is often for Hardy’s characters a uniquely painful realisation.  Clym, however, has done his best to ignore such a realisation.  While his mother was alive he cast her in a role she could not fill, and displayed anger when she deviated from it.  Now she is dead he is free to ignore any evidence of her fallibility, and by the close of the text seems to have successfully erased it from his mind.  

Hardy closes the novel with two opposing images of Clym.  The first is of him sitting alone opposite his mother’s empty chair.  Clym feels, “she was almost a presence there, now as always”, and considers her “the sublime saint … events had borne out the accuracy of her judgement and the devotedness of her care”.​[410]​  Clym has by now completely reimagined his mother, and his own role in the events that have occurred.  His anguished whisper, “‘it is all my fault’”,​[411]​ seems no more believable than the sublime saintliness of his mother.  His eventual exoneration of Eustacia also relies on the rejection of both her real character and individuality.  He forgives much as God might, and the image of him preaching on the heath strengthens this impression.  Millgate suggests that “at the very end of the novel [Clym] is deliberately evoked as a kind of Christ figure”,​[412]​ although he reads this evocation as intentionally ironic.  Like the text that Clym preaches, this idea is a profoundly ambivalent one, distorting Clym’s actual role in the text.  It also, however, colludes with his own reimagining of his mother.  If Clym is Christ, then Mrs Yeobright becomes the Virgin Mary, the ultimate representation of a saintly mother, and the only woman to conceive a child and remain a virgin.  At last every element of sexuality has been eradicated from their relationship.  







6. Desperate Remedies and The Well-Beloved: Two ‘Minor Novels’ Re-Evaluated

This chapter provides close readings of Hardy’s first and final published novels.  Close reading fully illustrates the ways in which Hardy used the child as part of a complex web of symbolisms.  It allows an exploration of the child in relation to the context of the novels themselves.  The thesis has so far explored the relationship between myth and reality, and Hardy’s participation in or rejection of the various myths generated by the child.  This chapter focuses on Hardy’s awareness of the unstable nature of these myths, looking at the transgressive possibilities such instability opens up.  It also examines The Well-Beloved’s Jocelyn Pierston as a character who uses this instability to consciously manipulate myths for his own gain.

A close reading of these two novels highlights the breakdown of the myths surrounding the child and the family.  The figures of the passive, dependent daughter and the father or brother as protector and provider are challenges.  Parental authority in these texts is neither complete nor sacrosanct.  In each novel Hardy explodes myths of the child and family through a careful juxtaposition of symbolism and allusion.  Desperate Remedies (1871) uses the figure of the female child within the family to expose the gradual erosion of middle-class constructions of masculinity.  It features the intrusion of sexual desire into the family unit through familial awareness of the physical desirability of its female members.  In The Well-Beloved the protagonist uses his understanding of both the power and artificiality of myths to construct an identity.  He uses myths of the child to protect himself from unwelcome incursions of a masculine identity forced upon him at various points in the text.  Signalling his awareness of the power of myths, he reconstructs notions of the family into a wider sense of kinship to suit this purpose.

In Desperate Remedies the importance of the child and family relationships underpins the text.  After he failed to find a publisher for his first novel Hardy was advised by George Meredith to “write a story with a plot”,​[413]​ with a further suggestion that he follow the example of popular sensation novels of the time.  The result is a book with an abundant and vastly complicated plot, but also one which owes a lot to the conventional plot devices of the sensation novel.  Thus we have the innocent heroine cast out in a dangerous world, threatened by the evil villain and eventually rescued to be reunited with her ‘true’ love.​[414]​  Hardy uses these conventions but maintains an ironic distance from them, relying on a reader’s knowledge of how such plots should develop before challenging or overthrowing such expectations.  The villain is therefore rather too engaging and the lover rather too insipid for the conclusion of the novel to satisfy the demands of a straightforward sensation novel.

A close reading of the novel reveals the inadequacies of traditional discourses of power or authority and a number of transgressive possibilities created by the breakdown of the conventional family unit.  Hardy explores the difficulties of creating and maintaining a masculine identity, and blurs the boundaries between social, familial and sexual relationships.  

Masculine Inadequacies and Failed Father Figures

One of the first scenes of Desperate Remedies is a striking episode that sets the tone for both his novel and career as a published writer.  Although this text is now consigned to the category of ‘minor novel’ the opening image forges an impression that is truly typical of Hardy.  Those critics who do devote their attention to this novel tend to mention the same key points in the text, and this scene is almost always one of them.  Having briefly related the fortunes of one Ambrose Graye – his lost first love, his marriage to another woman, her death and his having two children – Hardy introduces his protagonists.  Graye’s daughter Cytherea, now eighteen and named after her father’s first love, is seated in a town hall, waiting for a reading of Shakespeare to commence.  From her seat she can see, through a window, the church spire on which her father, as an architect, is supervising work.  The image, and the events that follow, provide an almost dreamlike sense of unreality.  

The men and the spire are bathed in light, but framed for Cytherea and the narrator by the window of the hall, creating “an illuminated miniature, framed in by the dark margin of the window … entirely removed from the sphere and experiences of ordinary human beings”.​[415]​  The image is an intensely visual one, and, to a more modern reader, immediately reminiscent of a television screen.  The view – and the fact that the distance of the men from the watcher means that they appear to move with a “soft spirit-like silence”​[416]​ – makes the ensuing events at once more dreamlike and more plausible.  The fall of Cytherea’s father from the spire, so removed from the watcher and from a more mundane reality, is consonant with the setting, and by avoiding a ‘close-up’ of the image Hardy avoids a scene that could easily have become mawkish or melodramatic.

The way in which we view this scene (both immediately and from a critical perspective) is profoundly influenced by the manner in which it is described.  Hardy emphasises its importance by presenting it in isolation, detached from the more mundane realities of the novel so far, and from the commonplace observations that follow in the subsequent section (which opens rather prosaically, “when death enters a house, an element of sadness and an element of horror accompany it”).​[417]​  This anticlimactic platitude jars after such a spectacle, but it forces a heightened awareness of the preceding scene.  The layers of meaning that can be drawn from it echo through the text, but Hardy also reveals issues and themes that are to preoccupy him for the rest of his novelistic career.  
	
Roger Ebbatson describes the event with admirable concision, designating it, “the inaugurating paternal fall”.​[418]​  This neatly expresses the complexities inherent in this event and in its depiction by Hardy.  Ebbatson links Graye’s downward trajectory with that of an author, implying a fall, whether actual or anticipated, from artistic success, and also with the trajectory of the novel itself.  The word ‘fall’, thus expressed, however, provides a way into the symbolisms of the event.  ‘Inaugurating’ reminds the reader that with the death of her only surviving parent, Cytherea’s future becomes uncertain and worthy of novelistic attention.  

The fall has wider symbolic implications.  The male figure, anonymous and indistinct due to his distance from the watcher, becomes representative of man in general.  Hardy chooses to make the men on the spire voiceless, and, by describing them as “little larger than pigeons”​[419]​ making “tiny movements”​[420]​ he renders them ineffectual and somewhat ridiculous.  The men in the workplace then become not images of male power, but rather a representation of how illusory this power is.  The image of the patriarch, both actual and figurative, is first undermined before being discarded entirely.  The irony of a man falling from such a phallic structure – which at one point the narrator describes as a “new erection”​[421]​ – cannot be ignored.  This physical removal of the father, and by implication of the figure of patriarchal authority in the text, opens up a space for a number of transgressive possibilities.

The structure the men are working on forms another part of the symbolism of this scene.  It is a church’s spire, aligning Graye with another powerful discourse – religion – which is almost immediately revealed to be equally illusory.  The spire, far from being a symbol of the power and strength of the church, is in need of repair.  Further, it cannot offer support to Graye either physically or spiritually.  The rail he rests on breaks, offering a tantalising suggestion that his fall may have been the fulfilment of a subconscious desire.  Hardy subtly but unmistakeably challenges the established discourses that underpin nineteenth-century society.  

To fully understand the scene’s symbolic implications we must be aware that the scene comprises two central figures, the watcher and the watched.  At first Cytherea, unable to intervene and pleading futilely with her father to come down safely, seems as powerless as the tiny men she is observing.  Read carefully though, and the scene eventually reveals that Cytherea is a more powerful figure than she initially appears.

Much has been written about the gaze of Hardy’s narrator in several of his texts, and Diane Fallon Sadoff, writing about this narrative gaze in Tess of the D’Urbervilles, identifies it both as male and as exploitative of the female characters in the text.​[422]​  Similar narrative techniques are employed in the opening description of Cytherea.  Fallon Sadoff argues that “the relay of looks directed at Tess constitutes the female figure as sexually arousing, unknowingly on display and so seductive”.​[423]​   This is equally true of the depiction of Cytherea.  From the first she is framed by a “system of looks”,​[424]​ both those of the townspeople and that of the narrator.  These multiple gazes give a portrait of her, which is somehow more intimate than natural observation.  We are told that “those persons who were already assembled within the building were noticing the entrance of the new-comers”,​[425]​ and that when Cytherea entered “her personal appearance formed an interesting study for several neighbouring eyes”.​[426]​  The reference to ‘eyes’, gives a feel of a disembodied and somehow sinister observation, and the metaphorical dismembering of the watchers is later to be mirrored in an interest in Cytherea’s physical body, which similarly rejects either the sanctity or the wholeness of the material self.  Both watchers and narrator are forming opinions about Cytherea based solely upon her physical appearance.  

The narrator does not dispel this impression by giving us any insight into the mind of the girl.  His description of her dwells on the physical impression that she makes, using a metaphor that locates her as part of a natural, organic world.  She is “like a single bright-red poppy in a field of brown stubble”.​[427]​  Readers familiar with Hardy’s later work, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, will recognise here the genesis of a metaphor that is to become far more widely associated with this later heroine.  Hardy also used it to describe Bathsheba Everdene in Far From the Madding Crowd.  Like Tess, Cytherea is connected with the natural world, and the use of a flower metaphor gives the reader an impression of something delicate, fragile and beautiful, especially when contrasted with the coarse stubble by which the poppy is surrounded.  By going on to describe her dress in detail and her character not at all, the narrator keeps the focus explicitly on the girl’s physical appearance.  In order to discover what is inside Cytherea, the narrator is shown to be more than willing to dissect her, but all conclusions seem to be drawn from the result of this physical dissection.  The narrator goes on to consider Cytherea as dispassionately as one might observe a painting: “her face was exceedingly attractive, though less artistically perfect than her figure … but even this feature of hers yielded the palm to the gracefulness of her movement, which was fascinating and delightful to an extreme degree”.​[428]​  The narrator further informs the reader that “motion was her specialty”,​[429]​ and finishes with a numbered list of her more pleasing attributes, each one a physical reaction to an event.  Reading the text therefore also demands a ‘reading’ of Cytherea, interpreting her mental life through her physical self.  Initially, she conforms absolutely to John Berger’s dictum that “Men act, women appear”.​[430]​  This is a technique that Hardy later employs with Tess.  In both texts it is dangerous to acquiesce too readily to this incipient voyeurism.

Hardy’s narrator gazes lingeringly at Tess’s physical form for the majority of the novel, before complicating profoundly such an approach at the close of the text, but with Cytherea this complication is more immediate, if no less profound.  Having established her physical appearance, and made her the object of the gazes the narrator and the other characters present, Hardy inverts this system of looks by making Cytherea herself the watcher.  While her father and the workmen are made silent, Cytherea is given a voice, and in her role as watcher she becomes more aligned with the narrator.  Together they observe the fatal fall of her father.  Her position abruptly shifts.  From being watched, devoured even, by the others in the hall and, more insidiously, by the narrator of the text, she now occupies a far more privileged position.  She has been given a voice while the men she watches are explicitly denied one, and her role as observer rather than observed gives her power.  

As her father falls Cytherea rises both literally and symbolically.  The symbolic significance of his death is mirrored in the symbolic significance of Cytherea’s reaction.  As she watches him fall, “his agonised daughter rose to her feet”.​[431]​  This rise can be read as a representation of her rise through the text.  She is defined as his daughter here, but after her father’s death she is no longer anyone’s daughter, she is free to develop her own identity.  A moment later she falls into a faint, her own downward trajectory into oblivion mirroring that of her father, but when she rises again she is reborn, with a measure of freedom previously denied her in her role as daughter.  The death of her father and her own fainting fit symbolise the death of her old self, and when she rises it is to enter the male sphere, taking on the responsibility of supporting herself.

In the pages following this opening scene, Cytherea’s future is gradually mapped out.  Her brother, a clerk for an architect, cannot afford to support her and she goes out as a companion to a woman who is almost immediately revealed to be the lost love of Cytherea’s father.  This woman rejected Mr Graye as she was pregnant by another man.  She has borne and given up an illegitimate child, and now lives as a bitter old maid with her elderly father.  Her son – now an adult and unaware of his parentage – takes up a job as her steward, and in his turn desires Cytherea Graye.  The family relationships that both drive and complicate the plot are really based on the initial relationship between Cytherea Aldclyffe and Ambrose Graye.  Cytherea’s relationship to her father, her brother and her employer – who later realises that Cytherea Graye might have been her daughter – and Miss Alclyffe’s relationship with her father and her son form the backbone of this text.  None of these relationships perform according to convention.  Hardy uses the domestic sphere to play with a number of transgressive possibilities.  

In his later novels Hardy explores and even exploits the myth of the child to look at what the child represents to its family, to other characters and to the reader.  In Desperate Remedies Hardy uses the mere existence of family relationships, connections of blood, duty, desire and dependency, to drive the plot and direct his characters.  In the first edition of the text Hardy is most explicit.  Several of the more controversial scenes are rewritten in later editions, couching events in vague terms and changing the thrust or implication of several key phrases.  These changes​[432]​ generally relate to the interaction between what I would term quasi-family members, that is between the younger and older Cytherea, or Cytherea Graye and Manston.  Hardy clearly felt that the issues that he addressed in relation to the families in this text needed obscuring, and this in itself highlights their importance.

Cytherea Graye’s family relationships link most of the characters in the novel, although they become increasingly difficult to define.  Her relationship with her father remains within conventional plot structures.  His death is a defining event that changes the material and social position of the heroine.  Its immediate result is that she must go out to work.  Hardy uses for the first time a device he is to return to repeatedly in the course of his writing.  Owen is unable to assume the role of surrogate parent his gender and family position demands.  He makes no decisive plans in the wake of his father’s death and eventually drifts into a job that is both temporary and badly paid.  He then becomes ill and incapable of caring for or supporting his younger sister.  Like so many of the women in Hardy’s novels Cytherea is obliged to care for her sibling.  As she is untrained for any profession, and her wages as a companion are insufficient to support a dependent, she is forced to assess her value based on her physical attractiveness.  Despite her misgivings, she agrees to marry Manston to assure Owen’s well-being.  Several of Hardy’s female characters, for example Tess, Ethelberta and even Susan Henchard, have been obliged to involve themselves in such transactions, and the impact of the wife sale on the masculine identity of Michael Henchard is echoed in Owen’s experience here.  Elisabeth Bronfen recognises the established commodification of women when she describes how “because marital exchange forms the basis of all other forms of exchange, women are seen as valuables par excellence”,​[433]​ while the Marxist-Feminist Literature Collective, in a discussion of fatherless women, asserts that, “the bourgeois kinship structure of the period [was] predicated on the exchange of women”.​[434]​  In effect, by selling herself to Manston, Cytherea is participating in an established system of commodification.  

The brother-sister relationship becomes not one of mutual support or shared problems, but rather one in which each assesses and seeks to utilise the economic value of the other.  Cytherea is aware that Owen through ill health cannot provide and, assessing her own worth, discovers that she can achieve financial security though marriage to a man she does not love.  Owen is fully complicit in this.  When Cytherea has doubts following her wedding he points out, “‘I have a reputation to lose as well as you’”,​[435]​ and further, “‘your duty to society, and to those about you requires that you should live with (at any rate) all the appearance of a good wife’”.​[436]​  He shows himself completely aware of the bargain that has been made, and the price that will be extracted from his sister, yet seems to have no qualms about the situation.  Even later, when he begins to have doubts, it is not about the wisdom of his course, but only that he “forced on the marriage of his sister with a little too much peremptoriness”.​[437]​  Hardy in this way turns the relationship around.  Cytherea’s agreement to marry Manston also constitutes an implicit recognition by her that Owen values her in terms of what he can buy with her, in this case security.  Owen, in his turn, has recognised his sister as a commodity.  As she has nothing to sell but her physical self, this indicates an awareness of her desirability to men.  The relationship is characterised now by sexual awareness and financial need.

By accepting, and using, Cytherea on these terms Owen also realigns himself with the patriarchy that has been subtly undermined in their relationship during the course of the novel.   Although he has been willing to play the subordinate role to his sister, placing her more as a mother figure than an equal, in this episode we are brutally reminded that as a man he has control over her.  Ironically, in selling his sister to Manston, Owen is giving up the role he has so recently assumed.  After the marriage it is Manston to whom Cytherea must be subservient, while Owen gains a life of comparative luxury and no responsibility.  The fall of the father at the start of the novel anticipates the fall of the son.  Throughout the novel Owen has gradually fallen from the position of power he should occupy.  Emasculated first by his inability to provide for his sister and later by his invalid state, he eventually sells any claim to patriarchal power he might have left to the thoroughly unsuitable Manston.

Springrove, Cytherea’s first, impoverished suitor and eventual husband, occupies a profoundly ambivalent role in this system of exchange and commodification.  He is separated from her by a series of conventional literary devices: a former entanglement, a lack of funds, a misunderstanding.  Hardy also generates confusion about the nature of their relationship.  Her interest in Springrove is revealed in a conversation with Owen in which he describes his work colleague in glowing terms.  As a result Springrove and Owen are associated in the mind of both reader and heroine.  Hardy deliberately reinforces this initial association.  He tells the reader that, “he [Springrove] and Graye had become very friendly, and he had been tempted to show her brother a copy of some poems of his”.​[438]​  It is to Owen’s conception of Springrove that Cytherea is attracted, and Owen himself is shown to have felt some measure of attraction for the man, although there is no sign of their relationship being any more than a homosocial one. The attraction further links the two men, and blurs the boundaries between a sexual and familial relationship.  It is unclear whether Springrove is to play the role of brother or lover, and whether Cytherea’s attraction to him is the acceptable reflection of her brother’s desire for Springrove, or a displacement for an unconscious desire for her brother. 

The boundaries are further blurred in their first encounter.  Cytherea, on a day trip, mistakes the distant figure of Springrove for her brother, who is late for the return boat.  Not immediately realising her mistake, she addresses Springrove as Owen.  When she discovers her error, her awareness of him focuses not on his physical appearance, but rather on the clothes he wears: “unknown trousers; unknown waistcoat … lifting his hat”.​[439]​  When she finally looks beyond the clothes, Cytherea finds him, “rather above her brother’s height”.​[440]​  The moment suggests that Springrove is to fill the role that Owen has failed to, that of protector or parent.  His appearance at this point is more aligned with a father than anything else.  He has behaved protectively towards both Owen and Cytherea, taking charge in a situation in which both are cast principally as children.  Springrove, despite the romantic feelings he has inspired in Cytherea, appears here more as a conflation of father and older brother than prospective lover.  When the eyes of the two finally meet, the narrator describes awareness in both that “a tie has begun to unite us”.​[441]​  The tie could as easily be familial as romantic.  

Hardy introduces a further destabilising element to this burgeoning relationship.  When Cytherea observes Springrove for the first time, she is aligned with the narrator as they gaze together at the man.  This invasive narratorial gaze is essentially a feminising one, objectifying the subject as it earlier did Cytherea.  Unsettling linguistic undertones further this process of feminising objectification.  The description of his physical appearance begins somewhat unpromisingly with the word “although”.​[442]​  The reader is not to expect a dashing hero of the conventional sensation novel.  The narrator and Cytherea go on to observe that “the upper part of his face and head was handsomely formed, and bounded by lines of sufficiently masculine regularity”, but “his brows were somewhat too softly arched, and finely pencilled for one of his sex”.​[443]​  The initial impression of masculinity is eroded.  The word ‘pencilled’ even suggests the use of make-up, at that time an art almost exclusively associated with women, and more usually with women who were actresses or prostitutes.  This physical description evokes a strange androgyny and complicates Springrove’s role as either lover or father figure.  John Caspar Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy, which Shuttleworth and Bourne-Taylor describe as “the crucial text on physiognomy for the general reader through the nineteenth century”,​[444]​ asserts that, “the fore-head, to the eye-brows, be the mirror, or image, of the understanding”.​[445]​  The description of the eyebrows would have indicated a feminine element not just in his physical appearance, but also in his nature.  

Hardy is setting Springrove up in the role of manly protector to both Cytherea and her brother, but he is simultaneously raising questions as to Springrove’s suitability for such a role.  These doubts are justified, at least partly, by the revelation that Springrove has misdirected Owen.  On arriving at the station to meet him, they find “that on the first day of that month the particular train selected for Graye’s return had ceased to stop at Galworth station”.​[446]​  Owen is therefore forced to remain overnight, and Cytherea must spend the night alone at her lodgings.  Springrove’s actions have proven less than effective.  Cytherea regains the position of power she achieved while observing him.  She is clear and firm in her directions that he must leave her to go home alone.  For a woman to be alone and outdoors, especially late in the evening and in a town, was highly unusual.  Cytherea places herself firmly beyond the domestic sphere, showing herself as capable of navigating safely in a traditionally male domain.  Springrove, meanwhile, slips easily into a subservient role, looking “at her as a waiter looks at the change he brings back”.​[447]​  This metaphor does no credit to a man who, according to the conventions of a sensation novel, should dominate both the text and the heroine’s affections.  Hardy is also connecting the issues of money and sexual desire.  Characterising Springrove’s observation of Cytherea in such a way anticipates her later role as commodity in the financial transaction that is her marriage to Manston.  Springrove has moved in one brief scene from protective father figure to subservient, disappointed lover.

The confusion about Springrove’s role and identity is sustained throughout the novel.  At times he is completely the disappointed and ineffectual lover, easily accepting Cytherea’s love for Manston when it is reported to him, and in turn consenting to marry a cousin he does not love.  Towards the close of the novel, however, when the characters coalesce increasingly into the stereotyped sensation novel templates in which they have their genesis, Springrove begins to fulfil the somewhat shaky promise he showed at his first appearance.  Galvanised by his knowledge that Cytherea’s marriage to Manston is invalid, he steps into the role that Owen, as her brother and supposed protector, should rightfully assume, and in true heroic style rushes off to defend her threatened virtue.  Having separated Cytherea from her husband while the truth of the matter is uncovered, Springrove is again present at the moment when Manston, fugitive and desperate, breaks into Cytherea’s cottage and attempts to rape her.  In this final, climactic battle between the two, the duality of Springrove’s character is finally resolved.  They fight, and are described as evenly matched: “Manston was the taller, but there was in Edward much hard tough muscle which the delicate flesh of the steward lacked”.​[448]​  As the struggle continues Edward is revealed as the better man and the true hero of the novel, striving only to restrain Manston, while Manston’s aim is to kill.  

Hardy finally confirms Springrove’s mental and physical integrity and superiority.  It is now Manston who is tainted by implications of femininity – ‘delicate flesh’ – yet paradoxically he reveals himself as the more animalistic of the two through his attempted rape of Cytherea, his intention to stab Springrove and even in his final captivity.  Springrove and Manston figure neatly as opposites: hero and villain.  With the attempted rape of Cytherea sexuality has become a site of aggression.  Springrove in his role as rescuer and opposite to Manston must therefore become de-sexualised.  Manston’s threatening sexuality, and the reciprocal physical desire he inspired in Cytherea, are rejected in favour of a companionate, quasi-familial relationship with Springrove.  

Sexual or Social –Transgressive Romantic Possibilities

The connection between Ambrose Graye and Miss Aldclyffe frames the novel.  It is essential to the mystery element of the plot, their love is the genesis of the story, and is again referred to at its close.  The ‘true’ family relationships in the novel, those between the Grayes and Miss Aldclyffe and Manston, are overlaid with a web of quasi-family relationships brought about by the early romance.  Cytherea and Manston represent the children the lovers might have conceived together had they married.  The relationship between the two Cythereas is even more complex.  Quasi-familial relations are what initially connect these characters, but they are underpinned by some form of sexual attraction.  

Miss Aldclyffe, on meeting Cytherea, is struck principally by her physical form.  While the narrator looks on Cytherea as one might admire a painting – “those who remember Greuze’s ‘Head of a Girl’… have an idea of Cytherea’s look”​[449]​ – Miss Aldclyffe’s perspective is somewhat different.  Having initially dismissed her, despite the light having given Cytherea’s face “a voluptuousness which youth and a simple life had not yet allowed to express itself”,​[450]​ Miss Aldclyffe reconsiders after observing Cytherea’s physical form more closely.  Her opinion, carefully distanced from the chaste impressions of the narrator by being spoken aloud, is overtly sensual.  She sees “a creature who could glide round my luxurious, indolent body in that manner, and look at me in that way – I warrant how light her fingers are upon one’s head and neck”.​[451]​  The emphasis is on a purely physical, tactile relationship, with Miss Aldclyffe showing an awareness of the possibilities of a physical interaction that is far from merely social.  She later describes Cytherea as modest, with the implication that this is not always a positive attribute.  The scene as a whole reads more as a woman succumbing to physical desire than anything else.  Her decision not to write to the solicitor in case she may hear bad things about Cytherea is the action of a woman driven by something other than altruism.  The rejection of any connection with the penetratively named Mr Thorn as a danger to her new relationship is symbolically significant.  The theme of sexual desire is allied with the rejection of a male influence, and with the implication of a painful and unwelcome penetration.  From the first the relationship is highly ambiguous, at least on the part of the older woman.  

This ambiguity culminates in what some critics have described as the lesbian scene.​[452]​  At this point more than any other in the text Hardy blurs the distinctions between sexual and social, public and private.  Class and gender distinctions are purposely disregarded in a scene that in form, content and implication is a sexual encounter between the two women.  Miss Aldclyffe arrives as Cytherea’s room late at night, and immediately the narrator states that, “it was now mistress and maid no longer; woman and woman only”.​[453]​  Cytherea allows the older woman into her bed, and “the instant they were in bed, Miss Aldclyffe freed herself from the last remnant of restraint.  She flung her arms round the young girl, and pressed her gently to her heart.  ‘Now kiss me,’ she said”.​[454]​  There follows an emotional exchange of mounting intensity between the two, in which Miss Aldclyffe openly expresses her jealousy and anger that Cytherea has been kissed by a man.  This increasingly stormy conversation ends with Cytherea’s agreement to bend to Miss Aldclyffe’s wishes, and Miss Aldclyffe then “seemed to give herself over to a luxurious sense of content and quiet”​[455]​ that can clearly be read as post-orgasmic.

The scene has been ably explored by a number of critics, especially Roger Ebbatson, who looks at both the textual references and the symbolic implications of the encounter.  He concludes that, “‘deviant’ sexuality is constructed within a legal and ideological relation to marriage, the family and procreation”.​[456]​  Cytherea, without a mother, forms a connection with Miss Aldclyffe that correlates only roughly to that relationship, while Miss Aldclyffe, deprived of both child and lover, seems to locate both in the figure of Cytherea, who is the approximation of one and the daughter of the other.  Her conflating of familial and sexual relationships began earlier in her life, when, we are told, “a young girl of seventeen was cruelly betrayed by her cousin”.​[457]​  It is their sexual encounter that results in her pregnancy.
	
Miss Aldclyffe, in her turn, ‘cruelly betrays’ Cytherea.  The younger woman’s obvious discomfort during the course of the scene gives a vivid impression of innocence defiled, and at the close of the scene, while Miss Aldclyffe rests, sated, Cytherea “continued wakeful, ill at ease, and mentally distressed”.​[458]​  Richard H. Taylor argues, however, that “a genuine and strong affection underlies the violent physicality of her ambivalent relationship with Cytherea”.​[459]​  Hardy resists any straightforward categorisation of their relationship.  If Miss Aldclyffe sees in Cytherea her lost lover, she sees equally her lost child.  Further, she sees an ideal, a fantasy, the child of her lover as her own child, an achievement of the dream she long ago sacrificed.  In the single figure of Cytherea she reconstructs the family she desired, conflating the desire for a lover and for a child in a strange amalgamation that can only be represented by Hardy in a scene of unruly desire purposely situated beyond the boundaries of any ‘normal’ form of social interaction.  The crux of the issue is apparent: “she impressed upon Cytherea’s lips a warm, motherly salute, given as if in the outburst of strong feeling, long checked, and yearning for something to love and be loved by in return”.​[460]​

The relationship between the two women is further complicated by the introduction of Manston.  As child of one and future husband to the other, he is the focus of the familial desires of one and the sexual desires of the other.  Manston’s parentage, like his character, initially seems designed to conform to the conventions of the sensation novels.  He is illegitimate, and was apparently raised by foster parents who do not feature in the text at all.  He owes much in conception to characters such as Jabez North in Braddon’s The Trail of the Serpent,​[461]​ who has similar origins, and suffers a similar fate.  If his literary origins are simple, however, his character is unexpectedly complex. 

As Jean R. Brooks observes, “Cytherea’s first sight of Miss Aldclyffe … is duplicated in her first encounter with Manston”,​[462]​ and this repetition of imagery links the two characters in the reader’s mind.  The symbolic bond between parent and child is established, but there is also a behavioural connection.  The conflation between social/familial and sexual relationships that is apparent in Miss Aldclyffe’s relationship with Cytherea is attributed by the narrator to Miss Aldclyffe’s desire to love and be loved.  She has experienced, if in a very limited way, the love for a child and the love for a partner.  Manston, however, has no experience of familial love, and therefore does not seem able to understand or experience it.  His relationships are based on the commodification of others; he assesses their worth to him and treats them accordingly.  When he does love, as in his relationship with Cytherea, it is a love based on physical desire, and this plays a large element in his behaviour towards the women he encounters.  

Throughout the novel Manston shows an extreme understanding of and sensitivity to the desirability of others, and his own desirability.  This is the currency with which he trades most frequently.  He marries Eunice for her beauty, and when he wishes to abandon her he reflects on the misery of having a wife “whose beauty had departed, whose utterance was complaint, whose mind was shallow”.​[463]​  Only when her beauty has faded does he become aware of her other shortcomings.  In his confessional note he baldly admits that “I visited Anne Seaway, made love to her, and propounded my plan”.​[464]​  Elisabeth Bronfen’s model of exchange in this case requires some modification.  While she sees the female body as the commodity with which two men barter, Manston is as willing to commodify himself.  Manston becomes both negotiator and the commodity that is being negotiated for.  This gives him a measure of power in his exchanges with women but it also causes him to make some fatal errors.  

Manston, a man without family, has no comprehension of family feeling and thus locates all desire and emotion as the result of physical attraction.  This is most apparent in a meeting with his mother.  Unaware that she is his parent, he is confused as to why she has not only employed him but treated him with great favour.  He first decides “his previous experience of the effect of his form and features of womankind en masse, had taught him to flatter himself that he could account … for the extraordinary interest Miss Aldclyffe had hitherto taken in him”.​[465]​  When her interest continues despite her discovery that he is married, he can attribute only sinister motives to her action.  It is this, I would argue, that is the only result to be justifiably attributed to his lack of parents.

In Desperate Remedies Hardy blurs the boundaries between the familial and the sexual, rooting both in a desire to be needed and accepted.  During the course of the novel Hardy has challenged convention in order to explore the imagery and undercurrents of sexual desire and to subvert the usually normalising influence of the family.  In distorted or disintegrating family units, sexual desire flourishes in unusual, even forbidden places.  Characters can no longer situate or sublimate their feelings in the ‘safe’ space of family life.  In this way the fundamental family relationships are destabilised, even sexualised, in a way that allows Hardy to explore a number of transgressive possibilities.  At the close of the novel, however, Hardy initiates a strategy of conclusion that he repeats throughout his novelistic career.  All spectres of a dangerous, unruly sexuality are eradicated in favour of some companionate union qualified by illness or experience.  

Family and Intertextuality – Hardy’s Fictional Family

The Well-Beloved (1897) is often viewed as an anomaly in Hardy’s oeuvre.  But if the novel itself is not ‘typically’ Hardyan, then the character of Pierston certainly is.  The family connections that appear in the novels are mirrored in connections that extend beyond the novels to unite Hardy’s fictional characters.  In this section I work from the novel form of this text.  As such, it will be consistently referred to as The Well-Beloved, and the protagonist by the name Pierston, in accordance with the spelling used in the novel.  Pierston’s textual forebears are easily identifiable in a number of Hardy’s male characters.  He has most in common with the more intellectual characters: Stephen Smith, Clym Yeobright, Edred Fitzpiers even Edward Springrove.  All are sensitive, educated men acutely aware of their social position and intellectual capacity.  Socially mobile, Pierston is caught between the society in which he was raised and the one he now moves in; he is dismissive of his roots and aspires socially, culturally and intellectually to achieve more than his parents and his contemporaries on the island where he grew up.  Each man is marked, as all men are marked by Hardy, by some deficiency of character that eventually traps them in situations that frustrate their early aspirations.  Pierston’s early hopes of commercial success are realised, but he is unable to develop or sustain a romantic relationship.

Hardy uses similarity or kinship with characters from his other novels to draw out different aspects of themes he has already explored, as well as to provide clues to Pierston’s character and role in the text.  His most obvious predecessor is Edred Fitzpiers.  The similarity in their names reveals the connection.  Both men have a long and significant family history.  Fitzpiers’s name and distinguished relations raise him on the social scale and make him a more favourable suitor in the eyes of Melbury, but the very age of his family taints him.  The flaws in his character are represented as a result of his connection with such old blood.  Certainly his pride in the family name that he carries causes him to regret his marriage to the comparatively lower-class Grace, and provoke the droit de seigneur impulse that sparks his affair with Suke Damson.  Pierston’s heritage is not so distinguished, but his common ancestry with the islanders, and the blood connection that they share, play a role in the text and in Pierston’s awareness of himself.  The idea of such old blood, enclosed on the island and the result of centuries of intermarriage, is used by Hardy to mark a certain weakness or idiosyncrasy.  Like Fitzpiers, Pierston’s old blood underlines his separateness from the inhabitants of the mainland and by extension, ‘normal’ society.  He feels and acts outside social convention, using his island blood as an excuse.

His closest relation in Hardy’s novels is Jude.  Their respective texts are written more or less concurrently and appear in finished form only two years apart.  The concept of the two as brothers is borne out by a comparison of their characters.  Jude, like Pierston, works in stone, and is dissatisfied with his occupation.  Both men struggle to rise socially, attempting to escape the geography and the social status of their youth.  Each forms a romantic attachment in which they struggle to reconcile the real and the ideal.  They struggle to combine the Platonic ideal of this love with physical desire, although Jude does so more openly and less successfully.  Pierston, however, displays one trait from the opening of the novel that Jude is never to fully achieve.  Pierston is clearly, sometimes painfully, self-aware.  Jude’s flashes of self-awareness are mirrored in Pierston’s occasional episodes of self-delusion.  





The Child Myth and Individual Identity

Pierston consciously manipulates child myths to his own ends without real damage to himself.  He exploits myths of the child and family as relationships of duty and dependency when necessary to protect his freedom.  But this easy use of myths conceals a lack of confidence in his underlying identity.  Pierston consciously mythologises himself but cannot sustain any single mythologisation.  His search for the Well-Beloved therefore becomes a search for an identity in which he can comfortably locate himself.  It also functions as an externalisation of the sexual desire he often experiences but can never reconcile himself to.  He periodically retreats into the role of child as a result of his confusion about his identity, and to protect himself from the sexual element to his nature.

The Well-Beloved is one of Hardy’s most complex and contentious novels, and one with which critics have often struggled.  Many seem to find it difficult to identify the key features of the novel.  Patricia Ingham and Michael Irwin both use the phrase “is and is not”​[466]​ in the opening pages of their discussions.  Family relationships initially appear wholly unimportant in the text.  Like so many of Hardy’s characters Pierston’s family is largely absent.  His mother is long dead and his father appears only for a short time.  The background of their relationship is sketched very briefly, however, and it quickly becomes clear that it is Pierston’s romantic relationships, rather than his family ones, that are to form the focus of the tale.  The sentences about his father, though brief, are illuminating.  His relationship with his father is ostensibly his reason for returning to the island, but they communicate so rarely that “the elder, having received no warning of his son’s intended visit, was not at home to receive him”.​[467]​  This emphasises the disconnection between the two.  The relationship between Pierston and his father is not actuated by any innate bond or reciprocity.  It is not mutual affection but economic dependence that sustains their fragile relationship.  

Hardy employs the myth of the family in this novel, but from the first he exposes it as a fallacy.  Moreover, Pierston, while grudgingly participating in the family myth, shows his own awareness that it is a myth, and one that can be usefully exploited.  This is implicit in his use of his father as an excuse to return to the island, but becomes explicit as Pierston’s relationship with Marcia unravels.  Pierston’s relationship with Marcia founders in part due to the animosity between her family and his caused, according to Pierston, by Marcia’s father taking over the smaller stone quarrying businesses on the island, and attempting to take over the Pierston quarry.  The idea of the two of them as star-crossed lovers (Pierston identifies himself explicitly as a Romeo figure) initially fuels Pierston’s attraction, but when Marcia refuses to admit that the fault in the feud lies entirely with her family, Pierston’s desire for her begins to fade.  Loyalty to his father becomes a convenient motivating factor in his dissociation from his relationship with Marcia.

Pierston’s invocation of his father becomes the excuse for a generalised discontent that the lovers are feeling with one another.  Having happily cast both fathers as the enemy of true love when he likens their situation to that of Romeo and Juliet, Pierston later rather uncomfortably remembers that it was his father “whose money had educated and maintained Jocelyn as an art-student at the best schools”.​[468]​  Somewhat belatedly, “he was staunch to the simple old parent who had stubbornly held out for so many years against Bencomb [Marcia’s father]”.​[469]​  The parent-child relationship is shown to be one of convenience and necessity.  Just as Pierston aligned himself with the trope of star-crossed lovers when he wished to seduce Marcia, he now aligns himself with the myth of the family when he wishes to leave her.  Both myths are consciously invoked by Pierston when it seems expedient, and discarded by him when they no longer fit with his desires.  Pierston has also by this point recalled the financial support his father has provided.  The myth of the family provides Pierston with the means to discard a lover he has tired of, and protect his financial position.

J. B. Bullen’s describes Pierston’s father as “one of the many ghostly fathers in the book whose presence is felt but not seen”.​[470]​  During the text, as Bullen notes, Hardy systematically reduces the most solid and basic representation of patriarchal authority – the father figure – to a wraithlike being whose effects are hardly felt.  Pierston’s father makes remarkably little impression on the text as a whole and by representing his connection with his son as an almost wholly financial one the issue of fatherly authority is neatly bypassed.  Pierston locates his dependence on his father in monetary terms.  The power he accords his father therefore stems from financial rather than patriarchal authority. He is equally reluctant – or unable – to assume patriarchal authority for in his own life.  Pierston is in this way a strange inverted echo of his literary brother Jude – neither can situate themselves within established patriarchal structures – but while Jude struggles to find an alternative, and is duly punished for it, Pierston’s world does not seem to encompass any definite structure of patriarchal authority from which he can deviate.  By remaining a child – through his continued financial dependence on his father – he evades adult responsibilities, invoking the myth of the family to protect himself from such responsibility when it threatens his romantic relationships.  Pierston is the only one of Hardy’s characters who uses the child myth both consciously and intelligently, without any damage to himself.

Pierston’s almost non-existent relationship with his father is shored up by his deeper connections with the island on which he was born.  A bond is formed between the two men, connecting them at once to a wider family, and also more closely to one another.  In his preface Hardy describes Pierston as a “native of natives”,​[471]​ and from the opening chapter it is clear that Pierston, whatever initial impression he may give, is an islander at heart.  He appears to be “a young man from London and the cities of the Continent”.​[472]​  However, the narrator assures us that this is only because “nobody could see at present that his urbanism sat upon him only as a garment”.​[473]​  This sentence is crucial to an understanding both of Pierston’s character and of his actions.  If he is not the child of his father – and perhaps this distance is not quite as great as it first appears – then in essentials he is a child of the island.  The garment of Pierston’s urbanism is recognised as such by those who know him.  On being challenged by his companion with the enquiry, “‘who was that young kimberlin? He don’t seem one o’ we’”, a local man replies, “‘Oh, he is, though, every inch o’ en’”.​[474]​  Pierston remains a child in two ways.  He uses the figure of his father to absolve himself of responsibility for his actions, and after his father’s death he reimagines himself as a child of the island in order to pursue the same strategies of evasion.  This child role both protects and frees him, but has a uniquely destructive effect on the women he becomes involved with.

The three Avices are such women.  They are successive embodiments of the Well-Beloved, and in the second and third generations, mirrors in which Pierston seeks to find the image of the first.  The first Avice, in Pierston’s mind both the original and the true, is initially shown as a child.  Her exuberance in kissing Pierston when he returns to the island is punished by her mother with the phrase, “‘don’t you know that you have grown up to be a woman’”,​[475]​ making it clear that she does not.  The idea of a child in a woman’s body is reminiscent of Tess, and the ghost of that earlier tragic heroine returns later to haunt the text.  Two themes that are to pervade the remainder of the text appear for the first time: the continual misunderstanding of the nature of the relationship between each Avice​[476]​ and Pierston, and the perpetual and significant presence of mothers in these relationships.  

These two themes play a consistent role in the text.  Both are used to prevent Pierston achieving a sexual relationship with any of the three women.  Avice Caro refuses to meet Pierston on the advice of her mother and the perceived intentions and desires of Pierston senior.  Ann Avice is first encountered on the night of her mother’s funeral; Pierston has returned to the island on hearing of the older woman’s death.  Ann Avice believes him an old friend of her mother’s.  When she discovers simultaneously that it was Pierston who jilted her mother and that he actually wishes to marry her she is shocked and uncomfortable.  Years later, however, she actively plots to ignite Pierston’s desire for her own daughter.  Here the spirit of Tess really returns: the scheming mother, the daughter unaware of her own fatal attractiveness, and the uncomfortable bargain secured by parental pressure on the girl.  Avice Pierston, however, refuses to perform in the way that is expected of her, finally following her own impulses at the expense of both her mother’s and Pierston’s desires.  Significantly she chooses to marry a ‘kimberlin’, a stranger from the mainland.  Her escape from an unwelcome union forces on Pierston’s eventual awareness of the artificial nature of his conception of the three women and a realisation that in viewing each woman as a vessel for the Well-Beloved he has ignored their real identity. 

Each woman’s individuality is obscured by Pierston’s obsessive desire for the ‘original’ Avice, or rather the Well-Beloved that she embodies.  In fact, Hardy emphasises the difference between the three women.   None is either straightforwardly superior or inferior to the last, rather they have different strengths and weaknesses, which the plot exploits while the protagonist determinedly attempts to ignore or expunge them.  This emphasises that it a community of women that Pierston – the sole male – faces.  Avice Caro marries her cousin, but he is dead by the time Pierston returns to the island.  Ann Avice’s husband deserts her until Pierston arranges for his return.  He returns, in fact, just in time to witness the birth of his daughter, but even when present appears to make little impact on the text.  It is Pierston, waiting with the reluctant father-to-be, who enquires about Ann Avice’s well-being, and Pierston who, on seeing the baby, chooses the child’s name.  Pierston, however, then departs the island, leaving the biological father to his role.  When he returns only mother and daughter remain, hauntingly similar in both name and aspect, although, crucially, not the same.  This determined expurgation of men from the textual life of these women should make them more available to Pierston but in fact emphasises his isolation and superfluity.  His influence is unwelcome and disruptive.  Neither Avice Caro nor Ann Avice achieves happiness or independence.  Both are scarred by their relationships with Pierston, and Avice Pierston only barely escapes the same fate.  This community of women, who threaten Pierston’s already fragile sense of his own masculine identity, both attract and repel him.  Aware that he cannot be a man to them he retreats into the role of child to escape.  As the central figure of the novel he is able to recast events into an acceptable version by forcibly mapping identities onto each of the women.  By doing so he is able to refigure himself as a powerful patriarchal figure whose inability to consummate a relationship with any of them is based on his honour as a man – or rather as a child – of the island.

As the novel develops, this interweaving of Pierston’s life with those of the three women becomes a narratorial obsession.  By the second section of the novel barely an encounter between the two can occur without a comment that connects them to their shared heritage.  While Pierston is depicted as quickly developing a sexual desire for each of the three women in turn, the narrator is perversely preoccupied with establishing beyond any doubt the many ties of kinship that bind them.  Pierston can therefore conceal his inability to consummate his relationship with the women by reframing sexual inadequacy as familial duty.  This is most sharply demonstrated in the middle of the second section, when he considers asking Ann Avice, who is already married, to be his lover.  When he believed her free he had already wished to marry her, and when challenged by Somers he replies, “what are fame and name and society to me – a descendant of wreckers and smugglers, like her.  Besides, I know what she’s made of … I know the perfect and pure quarry she was dug from”.​[477]​  He eventually concludes that the idea should be “dismissed as disloyalty, particularly to an inexperienced fellow-islander and one who was by race and tradition almost a kinswoman”.​[478]​  This theme of a quasi-incestual relationship also appears in both Return of the Native and Desperate Remedies; in each novel it is used to signal confusion about masculine identity.  Finally, Ann Avice shows her spiritual as well as blood kinship with Pierston when she confesses that she too follows the Well-Beloved, telling him, “what I see in one young man for a while soon fades out of him and springs up somewhere else … of course it is really, to me, the same one all through, on’y I can’t catch him”.​[479]​  This ‘near-miss’ kinship in which Pierston is related, although not straightforwardly, to each woman, is mirrored in their ‘near-miss’ romantic or physical relationship. Pierston wishes to marry each woman yet never quite achieves his aim, it being continually deferred from mother to daughter.  In his first relationship with Marcia, Pierston used the family myth to escape.  By continually emphasising his kinship to the three Avices, the narrator supports this use of the family myth to explain his own failure to sustain a relationship with any of them.












Narratives of growth and progress were central to nineteenth-century society’s understanding of itself.  In an increasingly secular environment, society sought to identify a new meta-narrative that would make sense of its existence.  An increased interest in history from the end of the eighteenth century onwards was demonstrated by “the popularity of historical fiction, the founding of antiquarian and archaeological societies and historical reviews and journals”.​[480]​  This reflected a need to study, to quantify, to explain history in order to understand both the past and the future.  This in turn was mirrored in the popularity of non-Darwinian evolutionary theories which posited a narrative of growth, of progress, and of fictional forms such as the Bildungsroman which offered a pleasing sense of the individual at the centre of a universe in which, ultimately, all was restored to its natural order.  These narratives of progress and growth comforted a society increasingly uncertain of its future.  They provided a sense of cultural identity and reinforced the place of white Western man at the centre of the physical and moral universe.  

The figure of the child was drawn on to demonstrate theories of evolution, anthropology and psychology.  It provided the key to the ultimate narrative of development.  In the figure of the growing child the progress of the race was repeated, continually underlining the superiority of Western man.  The figure of the child also gave, as Edelman identified, not only reassurance about the future, but a motivation to work towards that future.​[481]​  Reproductive futurism – fighting for the children – became another way to reaffirm narratives of progress.  

But while the child figure was representative of – and justification for – narratives of progress, these narratives also became a way to ‘explain’ the child.  Ariès demonstrated, through studies of art, biographical and autobiographical writings, a transition from children being viewed as ‘little adults’ to something different.​[482]​  As the child was recognised as something different from the adult it became an unknown Other, something that must be controlled, contained and explained.  Narratives of evolutionary progress in which ontogeny repeats phylogeny integrated the child figure into an explicable social order by asserting it as something unformed, a stage of development that was by necessity imperfect and inferior.  

Such an explanation, however, quickly proved inadequate.  Efforts to explain the child instead led to the generation of a number of myths.  These myths related to power and identity and ultimately sought to provide a culturally cohesive whole in which everything is explained and categorised.  The unknown is made known, or Othered.  
These myths, however, were generated by competing, even opposing ideologies.  The myth of the Romantic child – an unformed innocent close to nature and to god – which was fostered by poets and a sentimental middle class, had no place in the slums of London.  An alternative appeared when Malthusian theories were resurrected and elaborated upon – an almost demonic child or group of children representing the ills of society – to embody the anxieties of a society terrified by what it observed.  Literature attempted an uneasy reconciliation between these two opposing myths.  Condition of England novels depicted the brutalised working-class child as the ultimate representation of innocence despoiled.  Scientific discourses offered yet another alternative, a series of connections that saw these children as anthropological oddities far more closely related to animals.  

The myth-generating system of explaining or Othering proliferated.  Early child psychologists sought the Romantic child in the close observation of their own children.  Expecting a tabula rasa, William Preyer was instead driven to note “illegible, nay invisible and unrecognisable marks”​[483]​ in the mind of the child.  He was swift to attribute these to “the traces of long-gone generations”, embracing recapitulation theory to explain the unknown, but he was forced to admit that “it is hard to discern and decipher the mysterious writing on the mind of a child”.​[484]​  The statement illustrates the twin impulses that govern the relationship between the child and society, the need to “discern and decipher” and the difficulty of doing so.  

The series of myths that seek to explain or to Other the child were, by the latter part of the nineteenth century, fracturing.  The tensions between the opposing ideologies of Romantic and Malthusian child could not be resolved.  Efforts to erase the identity of the child, to map onto it a series of symbolisms, were failing and child myths were becoming increasingly unstable.  The child was wholly subject to the myths, unable to assert its own identity, yet the myths were proving an inadequate representation of that identity.
 
So where does Hardy figure in this turbulent picture?  Hardy, influenced by Darwin, had rejected narratives of progress.​[485]​  His fiction ignored or refuted the narratives of growth and development explicit in other novelistic forms.  His argument that “the best fiction is more true…than nature or history can be”​[486]​ can be read as a rejection of the ideologies embedded in the contemporary study of each.  He maintained an ironic distance from the mythologies he acutely observed, recognising their artificiality but also seeing their power.  In fact, for Hardy, their very artificiality often provided their power.  The object of this thesis has been to explore the many permutations of the myth of the child in Hardy’s novels.  

In his novels Hardy investigated numerous social problems, highlighting and exposing them but never providing concrete solutions.  His work retained a focus on the individual that allowed him to explore social concerns without engaging in a wider, more politicised debate that would require answers.  Nor can Hardy’s novelistic trajectory be seen as a steady progression towards the crowning achievement of his career. To look at Hardy’s career as straightforward chronological progression – a narrative of progress – is to misunderstand the driving force behind his work.  Hardy experimented in each novel he produced.  He experimented with plot, form, character, setting, genre, writing style, ideology and symbolism.  In short, each novel represented an engagement with some or all of these variables.  Any critic looking at Hardy’s novels as a group would quickly become aware of the difficulty of making any statement that could be said to apply equally to each.  Themes and preoccupations could be recognised, but the treatment of them varied radically.  Hardy was not a novelist who provided answers.  Rather, each of his novels raised, both overtly and covertly, questions in the mind of the reader.  As any student of his life and biographical writings would bear witness, statements he made about his life were not always to be trusted.  The same was equally if not more true of his prose fiction.  Hardy was continually exploring, engaging with and challenging the ideas within his novels.  
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